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For my mom and dad, who supported and followed me from the first day I played hockey, and to my wife and children—I love you all!

—G.V.

For Mary and my sons, Joshua, Taylor, and Mackenzie

—M.S.

For all the heroes of September 11—we will NEVER forget!


Foreword

by Ed Giacomin

Gilles Villemure is probably the most honest individual I’ve ever been associated with.

The man’s word was his bond. I’ve valued that quite a bit because we’ve had very many different dealings, and he’s always come through a hundred percent. I knew him a long time before we actually played in the National Hockey League together. He’s just one fine individual.

Hockey was his love. Horse racing was his passion—but when he got to the game he was all business.

It took Gilles a long time to make it to the NHL, but like myself, coming from Canada and living hockey your whole life, you didn’t want to be a failure. He wanted to be a very successful story, and by sticking it out, eventually it paid off for him just like it paid off for me.

The hardest thing for both myself and for Gilles when we got to the Rangers is that both of us wanted to play. But I was more open and more critical about it because I always said that I should be playing. That’s me, and if I didn’t say that I have no business being in sports. Gilles was the type of a person who wanted to play but could accept not playing, which I found was a little bit different. When he did play, he gave you 100 percent and he always performed very, very well. I admired him so much because I found it very hard thinking: how can he play like that and play so well while not playing as much?

He was a unique character, and that’s why we became such a good team. He probably resented the fact that I played so much, but he was able to accept it, and the greatest thing is when we won the Vezina Trophy together.

I never asked him if he wanted to go somewhere where he could play every day. That never crossed our minds. I know it never crossed my mind. I just felt that he accepted that role and he was able to perform so well in it. He had a passion for horses, so that was kind of an out for him—so if he knew I was playing Wednesday night, he could go out Tuesday night and go to the track. That was unique. It was different, and if anything should have happened to me, he was always ready.

You have to be a special person to be able to take on that kind of a role and not be bitter about it—he always had an open mind, he was always flamboyant, and he was always very happy. Whatever the team did, he was always 100 percent for it.

—Ed Giacomin, June 2002


Preface

So much has happened to the Rangers and the game I love since we first wrote this book.

After all, it has been over a decade.

The biggest change regarding the Rangers is that there is now another “new” Garden. Well, it is actually the same building sitting proudly between Seventh and Eighth Avenues, but it is only the same on the outside.

For a hockey player who started his NHL career in the old place up on 50th Street and Eighth Avenue, which was primitive by today’s standards, what they’ve done with “today’s” Madison Square Garden is amazing.

When asked for one word about the renovated Garden, I just say, “Outstanding.”

The seats are great. The view is wonderful from anywhere. There are beautiful suites all over the rink and we get to see them when we visit our sponsors. It’s just gorgeous. It’s night and day from what it used to be.

It seems the lighting on the ice is better and they have fixed the problems with the ice. It’s cooler in the building, which has to help the ice; you need a sweater when you’re sitting there.

The scoreboard is huge—very impressive. The suites are beautiful; it’s hard to believe when you see it. The lobby is beautiful. You’ve got more room on the concourses. They did a hell of a job.

They put a lot of money into the place, and it was money well spent. It’s hard to describe how beautiful it is to anyone who hasn’t been there. If you’re a Rangers fan and you haven’t seen the place, add it to your bucket list.

Our Game

We suffered through a lockout that killed the 2004–05 season and took the spirit out of hockey fans everywhere, but the game is back and more popular than ever. Hockey is a wonderful game, and the players playing it today are so talented.

Hockey was always popular, but it’s even more popular now. There are a lot of contributing factors, but one big thing is that the game is everywhere now. There are franchises thriving in places you never connected with hockey. And around the world? Players are coming from everywhere now, whereas in the past players used to come mostly from Canada because that’s what we did; we went outside and skated all day. We had outdoor rinks and it was 30, 40 below and we just skated.

Now, it seems like every country has adopted hockey. Look at the excitement generated by the Olympics, where the teams from small countries have been scaring the traditional powers.

College hockey is also more popular and played by more colleges than ever.

The game today also gets faster all the time. The players are bigger, while the rinks are the same size; thus, the game is now so much tougher to play. There is no room and you have to do everything faster. You don’t have the time—you get the puck and you have to get rid of it right away. They used to carry the puck more in my day, but now they have to dump it in and go after it quickly.

Another change is that in the past, a defenseman used to be able to grab on to a player coming at him and get away with it. Now, if you do anything it’s a penalty. The skill guys have more room because they can’t be grabbed, but they run out of room quickly; you just have to think and make the right move.

The game also takes less time. They took out the red line and that makes for fewer offsides stoppages. But it’s hard to carry the puck now. The defensemen are 6–5, 6–6, 6–7, and it’s very hard to carry the puck into the zone. The kids are bigger than we were. There’s no room.

So many things are incredible for the players now, too, and I’m not even talking about the salaries. For example, the traveling is better; we used to take buses and go into airports to take commercial flights and now there are charters. Lastly, there are better TV deals, since more people are watching the game than ever before.

The Cap

The league is doing very well now because of the salary cap.

The Montreal Canadiens, when we were kids, used to get all the players. Now, the system is set up for parity, where every team has a chance. Teams can no longer stockpile players or hide them in the minors. Every team has a set amount it can spend. The Canadiens have the same cap as the San Jose Sharks and as the Arizona Coyotes.

It gives everyone the same playing field. Yes, some teams still spend more than others—it’s amazing that Jonathan Toews and Patrick Kane are both making $10 million a year. Sidney Crosby is making $12 million. These players are worth it, but it makes it tougher on their teams because they still have to fit the rest of their roster in under the cap.

There is free agency, and the July 1 start of free agency keeps hockey in the news in the summer as well.

As an old guy who made a lot less than the players are making today, let me say this: it’s GREAT! The sport is thriving and these guys deserve what they’re getting.

The guys can now skate all year ’round because they don’t have to go get other jobs. They have a shorter training camp, but they don’t need it as much as we did, since they have been skating all summer and they come to camp early and are ready by the start of camp. They show up a month early and just skate.

They also have the facilities that we didn’t have—the workout machines, trainers, etc., all of which is geared toward getting the players in perfect shape for the start of the season. They have video and even kitchens in the training facilities. The sticks are also getting better every day, making life a little tougher for the goalie.

It’s like anything else—the equipment keeps evolving. Like the bats in baseball, they’re lighter and livelier.

All the equipment is better. There are more guys now who can shoot a puck harder than our guys did in the seventies.

We had some hard shooters, like the Hulls, who would shoot it on the fly. The thing that helped Bobby Hull was the curved stick. He would fire that puck with that stick and it would do all kinds of things. So many of these guys today can fire the puck like the best guys we had.

I never minded playing the hard shot. I was an angle goaltender and I didn’t mind challenging the shooter. We worked together with our defensemen, telling them, let us handle the shot and you take the other guy. I think that’s the same today as it was in our day.

The Overtime

When we first did this book, the NHL had been using a five-minute 4-on-4 overtime period to decide games. Then, they brought in the shootout—and goalies love the shootout because that’s what we always did after practice, anyway.

I love the shootout. I’ve always loved it.

On game days, after practice, six, seven, eight guys would stay and we would have shootouts. We practiced that a lot. Now, the goaltenders are so good (not that we weren’t good back in the day) that the averages are on their side in these things to stop the shots, really.

The goalies, like the players, are bigger, and they have great equipment now. Goaltending coaches have also made a big difference. Even the masks are much better (you’ll see my mask elsewhere in these pages). You take a guy like Henrik Lundqvist, he’s a great goalie and he even uses his head to stop the puck sometimes. The pads are also bigger and lighter; we used to wear these heavy leather pads and they would get soaked and get so heavy.

As I mentioned previously with regard to the defensemen, the kids are bigger than we were in our day. Even the goalies average about 6–2 now and cover so much more of the net.

3-on-3 Overtime

This year brought another rules change to the game, and this is one I love as well.

People were unhappy that too many 4 on 4s were ending without a team scoring and then they would have the shootout. They wanted to cut down on shootouts, so they went to a 3-on-3 matchup in overtime.

When it’s 3 on 3, you better not miss your check or they’re going to go the other way 3 on 2. If you come down the wing and fire a shot, you better hit the net or the puck is going to fly all the way around the boards and they’re on their way down to the other end.

The Rangers just had a game early in the 2015–16 season where Derek Stepan hit the crossbar, the puck bounced out, and the Devils were on their way to a 2 on 1 and won the hockey game.

I saw it and liked it right away.

I don’t know if the goaltenders like it, but it’s entertaining for the fans and it does cut down on shootouts. They tried it in the minor leagues and it worked and I think it’s going to be great for the NHL.

People ask me how I would feel about it if they had it when I was playing, and I say that I wouldn’t have minded it at all.

It’s even for both sides. Both sides have to be very careful that they don’t let the other team take the puck and go the other way, but if they do, the goaltender has to stop the puck. That’s what he gets paid for.

Even before the shootout, we used to practice 2 on 1s all the time. I used to tell the guys to bring them and I’ll be ready. We used to practice that a lot—Brad Park was an offensive defenseman and I used to tell Brad to go up the ice, don’t worry about a 2 on 1 against us. I will handle it.

We had skill players who did their best work taking the puck up the ice. I told them not to worry about it. Eddie (Giacomin) was the same way. It’s our job to be up to the challenge and to be ready to cover them.

These goalies today—Lundqvist, Carey Price, all those guys—make some unbelievable saves, and goalies thrive on that. We did in my day, and they still thrive on it today.

The Fans

One thing that hasn’t changed is the passion of the Rangers fans. They were great to us in my day; they went wild when we did well and they let us have it when we didn’t. But they were always there for us.

They still are, and now they have that beautiful redesigned Madison Square Garden to go to. The prices are high, but they keep coming; they’re the greatest fans in sports!

And they never forget. I’m seventy-five years old now, and they still know who I am. They still talk to me on the train. This is a whole new generation of fans, but Rangers fans are deep in the history of the club and it’s great to be part of that history.

We were very popular way back in the seventies and now, forty or fifty years later, they still know who we are.

Even out on Long Island, where I live, the people know me. When I started there were no Islanders and everyone on the Island were Rangers fans. Now, they still go to the game.

Mike Shalin asked me how I feel about the Islanders leaving Long Island for Brooklyn and I think it’s a wait-and-see thing. I know Islanders fans think they were deserted by the team and it’s tough when your team moves away. But at least they didn’t move to another state. They’re in Brooklyn, and the real fans will keep going to the game.

Who knows—maybe they’ll get used to it. The Islanders are an up-and-coming young hockey team and I think their real fans will be at the game. They will also pick up new fans coming to that new building in Brooklyn.

Henrik Lundqvist

One word to describe Henrik Lundqvist? Unbelievable. It’s just that simple.

I’ve seen a lot of great goaltenders in my lifetime, including Mike Richter, Giacomin, Gerry Cheevers, Bernie Parent, Ken Dryden, all those guys—but this guy is so steady. He’s been doing that for years.

I’m prejudiced. I like all the goaltenders. Mike Richter? What can you say, one Stanley Cup in seventy-five years and he’s the guy who did it. He’s in the Hall of Fame. But Lundqvist? Believe me, I’m a fan.

He’s very steady. The style is different; we stood up a lot more, whereas these guys cover the bottom of the net.

Is Lundqvist the best there is today? I see Lundqvist and Carey Price as the top two right now. Hey, you make the NHL because you are good, and right now I’ll go with Lundqvist and Price. Price is unbelievable.

I watched a game between the Rangers and Canadiens and both goalies were great. I was jealous at how good they were. Sometimes I watch myself on old films and I criticize myself, why I didn’t do some things differently. But the goaltender coaches have been great for today’s goaltenders. They see all the replays and work with their goalies on the video. We didn’t do that.

I didn’t know what I was doing. I mean, I knew what I was doing but didn’t have someone telling me what I was doing wrong. These guys, like the goaltenders in my day, are great, but they have that advantage of having a goalie coach and not being on their own.


Introduction

by Gilles Villemure

The date was June 14, 1994—a special spot on the calendar every Ranger fan should have etched into his or her brain. On that very special night, the New York Rangers ended the curse and tasted the thrill of winning the Stanley Cup for the first time since 1940, ending the questions and the horrible chants of “nine-teen, for-ty, nine-teen, for-ty.”

I didn’t play for the Rangers that night—when Mark Messier, Brian Leetch, Mike Richter, & Co. finally brought it home—I had retired from hockey in 1977, seventeen years earlier, and had left the Rangers two years prior to that. But I was there with those guys on that special night, and it’s a night I’ll never forget.

Remember the words from that song in West Side Story, about being a Jet? That’s the way it is when you’re a Ranger—you’re a Ranger till your last dying day. Special team. Special place.

If you’ve forgotten—and if you’re reading this book, the chances are there’s no way you’ll ever forget—the Rangers, who had survived the New Jersey Devils after Messier’s incredible guarantee and personal follow-through in Game 6 and Stephane Matteau’s wraparound goal in Game 7, won three of the first four games against the Vancouver Canucks in the finals. The Cup was finally going to be ours. But the Canucks won Games 5 and 6, and a Game 7 was necessary—at the Garden.

The Rangers set up a special alumni area for that game, down near the glass. I was there. So was Rod Gilbert. And Steve Vickers. And Walter Tkaczuk—four teammates who had come so close to winning the Cup with the Rangers, reaching the finals in 1972 and losing to the Bruins. We were all there, in special seats right near the home penalty box on the 31st Street side of the Garden.

Later, I would read that Gilbert, perhaps the greatest Ranger of them all, said, “I hurt my hands thumping on the glass … and I lost my voice in English and French.”

Marv Albert, the longtime Rangers announcer, said that night, “The Rangers win the Stanley Cup: words that a lot of people never thought they would hear in their lifetime.” One fan held up a now-famous sign that read: “Now I can die in peace.”

That’s the way it is being a Ranger—or a Rangers fan. That’s why I still get recognized on Long Island and at the Garden almost forty years after I finished playing. I grew up close to Montreal, in the town of Trois Rivieres (Three Rivers), Quebec, and people up there are crazy for the Canadiens. But Canadian loyalty to a hockey team is one thing—that’s where the game was born. In New York, you’re fighting with the other sports, but Ranger fans are a special breed. And on that night in 1994, they finally got their wish.

The Rangers haven’t won the Cup since, and they’ve had some good teams. They reached the finals a couple of years ago, but they have always come up short—even with the Great One, Wayne Gretzky, who ended his brilliant career wearing his No. 99 on Garden ice. He was reunited on Broadway with his Edmonton champion pal Mark Messier and there were some magic moments their second time together. The Rangers didn’t win it all, but the fans were always there rooting for their team.

It’s all part of being a Ranger, which I was for so much of my life.

About that life. I started skating at age five—and was able to live the dream of almost every Canadian boy—to grow up to be a real professional hockey player. I played 17 years of pro hockey, seven full years and parts of three others in the National Hockey League. I played five full seasons with the New York Rangers, two with the Chicago Blackhawks.

I am seventy-five years old now. I retired at age thirty-seven.

It took a lot of hard work, dedication, and commitment, along with a lot of hard knocks, to make it to the top, even sharing a Vezina Trophy with Eddie Giacomin in my first full year in the NHL. But along with the game I loved so much, I got to meet and know many great people and start friendships I hope I’ll never forget or lose.

In the coming pages, I hope to share with you some of the things that happened to me in my hockey career, with a heavy emphasis on those five special years inside the Ranger locker room. I played with and against many great players and characters, and I will share some of that with you in these pages.

My coauthor, Mike Shalin, was a season ticket holder back when I came up, and like most Rangers fans, he can remember more than the players on some of these things. His insights will be intertwined and he will make all this make some sense, because … well, I stopped hockey pucks for a living and did a lot of it without wearing a mask. But I got more help on this book—you will read chapters throughout the book under the title, “With a Little Help From My Friends,” and then read the words of some of my teammates and of our leader, the great Emile Francis. I think that all of this will take you back to a special time.

The Beginning

I belonged to the Rangers when I was sixteen, when I signed a “C” Form that tied me to them. Years ago, there were no draft choices. It was just sign a “C” Form and you belonged to that team. I was playing hockey in my hometown and the Rangers had a scout, Yvan Prud’homme, come to see me for a few games. He liked what he saw and asked me to sign the form. That was it—my long career with the New York Rangers organization was under way. I was sixteen then and stayed with the Rangers until I was thirty-five, when I was traded to the Chicago Blackhawks for the last two years of my career.

What a thrill! They gave me $100 to sign that form and a $500 bonus when I made the pros, which I did with the Vancouver Canucks (they were a minor-league team then) in 1962. Imagine that—a hundred bucks to sign and five hundred when I turned pro—we’re talking hundreds here, not thousands or millions. You think the game has changed at all today?

I got that money and thought they were really giving me something. But the money aside, they gave me the chance to do what I loved—play hockey. I arrived as a pro when there were only six teams in the NHL, and I needed expansion and the faith of Emile Francis to finally make it to the league on a full-time basis in 1970. It was a long haul, but I wouldn’t trade it for anything, because being a hockey player is what I always wanted, and to be able to play in the National Hockey League? Wow! And I was able to step into a lineup that was on the verge of greatness, a team that would come so close to winning the Stanley Cup that would elude the franchise for two more decades before that great night in 1994.


Introduction

by Mike Shalin

Through much of his time with the New York Rangers, Gilles Villemure may have heard a voice from above calling down to him at Madison Square Garden. That voice, which came from Section 440, Row A, Seat 10 in the mezzanine, now has the great pleasure of working with the former Rangers goaltender on this book.
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