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				Chapter 1. Titletown

				Zdeno Chara, with a wide smile blanketed by a thick beard, skin gleaming with sweat and his eyes glowing, raised the Stanley Cup higher than it has ever been lifted.

				The towering 6-foot, 9-inch defenseman, the tallest player in the game’s history, lofted hockey’s most coveted trophy over his head to complete not only an amazing season and a thrilling playoff run, but also the long-awaited final achievement for a city in the midst of what can now be called the greatest era in its rich sports history.

				When the Boston Bruins clinched Lord Stanley’s Cup on June 15, 2011 in a 4-0 win over the Canucks in Game 7 at the Rogers Center in Vancouver, they didn’t merely end a 39-year drought between championships. They didn’t just claim a sixth Cup in the proud history of the Original Six franchise. They gave Boston—and most of New England—a seventh major sports title in nine years.

				“You wanted it, we got it,” heroic goaltender Tim Thomas said on the ice as the Bruins celebrated the championship. “And we’re bringing it home!”

				Coincidentally, it was the Bruins who had provided Boston with their best chances at celebrating a championship after the great Larry Bird and the Celtics saw their run of three titles in six years end after 1986. The Bruins reached the Cup Finals in 1988 and ‘90, but both times were stopped by the juggernaut that was the dynastic Edmonton Oilers.

				Aside from that, no other Boston team had even played for a championship in a major sports title drought that lasted fifteen long years, an unprecedented drought in Boston’s history. It had become so bleak for the local teams that 20,000 fans turned out at City Hall Plaza in the summer of 2001 to celebrate prodigal son Raymond Bourque’s Stanley Cup championship . . . with the Colorado Avalanche.

				Then along came St. Thomas. No, not Tim. We’re talking about the Brady kid from San Mateo, California; the successful quarterback from Michigan was mostly an afterthought as a 199th overall pick by the Patriots in the sixth round of the 2000 NFL Draft. But by autumn of 2001, Brady was the most important human being in New England whose last name wasn’t Kennedy.

				Drew Bledsoe became a modern day Wally Pipp while Brady led the Pats to a stunning upset over the heavily favored St. Louis Rams in Super Bowl XXXVI. The drought was finally over.

				Well, not quite. There was still The Curse.

				Nothing did more for the overall confidence of the Boston sports fan than the exultation that erupted in the fall of 2004, when the Red Sox won the World Series for the first time in 86 years.

				With the Curse of the Bambino eliminated, the city celebrated its biggest party since they threw tea in the harbor. And the party was only getting started.

				By 2007, the Pats had three Super Bowl titles and Sox had a pair of World Series championships. That summer, the Celtics pulled off two blockbuster trades for NBA stars Kevin Garnett and Ray Allen and a year later they, too, were hoisting a championship banner—the first of any kind in the TD Garden, which opened in 1995 as the replacement of venerable Boston Garden.

				All eyes were now on the Bruins. Could they complete the grand slam? The pressure was on general manager Peter Chiarelli to meet what was a new standard in this sports-crazed town.

				“It’s been in the forefront of my mind, and the players and the rest of the group — you obviously can’t avoid it,” Chiarelli, an Ontario native who played for Harvard from 1983-87 and grew up a Red Sox fan, told the New York Times.

				“The standard that they’ve set gets higher and higher,” Chiarelli added, “so you recognize that your job is harder.”

				And the scrutiny was even worse. But perhaps more alarming to the Bruins was how quickly they started to fade in the city’s sports consciousness as the other teams dominated the headlines and sports talk radio waves.

				Make no mistake, Boston is a hockey town.

				This is the home of the Beanpot and the birthplace of Mike Eruzione. This is the place where the first Zamboni was used. These people rooted for the greatest of the greats, from Eddie Shore to Bobby Orr. Sure, this has long been a baseball town, as far back as the turn of the twentieth century, but during those unforgiving New England winters, when the fields are covered in snow, there are skates cutting the ice over frozen ponds throughout the region.

				“For all the ribbing hockey takes on sports-talk radio, for all the easy dismissals of it as a kind of charming local anachronism, like the swan boats or Jack Williams, people seem surprised to notice, again, that hockey, even after the Bruins all but vanished for nearly 40 years, still holds a place in this city and this region that football, basketball—yes, even baseball, which is more than just the Red Sox—can only envy,” Charles P. Pierce wrote in the Boston Globe Magazine in March 2009.

				“Bobby Orr brought that kind of atmosphere here and I used to live in fear that we could lose that,” longtime Bruins executive Harry Sinden told the Globe’s Dan Shaughnessy in early June 2011. “Eventually, we did lose it, but this group has brought it back.

				“There was always a latent euphoria waiting to burst. And it has. It just took a little rest for a few years. It was sitting in the barrel, waiting to burst out. Much like baseball, hockey is part of this region. There’s no denying it.”

				Sinden, now 78, raised the Cup as head coach of the Bruins in the early ‘70s and was general manager of the teams that reached the Finals in the late ‘80s.

				The town loved Bourque, Cam Neely, and the Bruins of that later era. They carried the Big, Bad Bruins tradition through a second decade and there was a brief period in the early 2000s when a young Joe Thornton appeared on the verge of superstardom.

				But there was always something missing. When the B’s had great offense, they lacked a franchise goalie. When they had great goaltending, they lacked a solid defensive corps.

				Then there was the coaching carousel, which saw the franchise go through Pat Burns, Mike Keenan, Robbie Ftorek, Mike Sullivan, and Dave Lewis over a six-year span.

				And you can’t overlook the one constant throughout the maddening three decades of mostly mediocrity: owner Jeremy Jacobs. The heir of his father’s food service empire, Jacobs bought the Bruins in 1975 for $10 million. They were valued at over a quarter of a billion dollars before their Cup title.

				Afterward? Cha-ching.

				“I guess there is a Santa Claus,” Jacobs said in the euphoria of that Game 7 win in Vancouver.

				Bruins fans have found it hard to warm up to Jacobs, who doesn’t have New England roots. He is from Buffalo and still resides in East Aurora, New York and snowbirds in Florida for the winter. Jacobs is often viewed as an absentee owner with a greater interest in making money than winning. The Bruins own and operate the TD Garden and profit not only on the Bruins, but also the Celtics, the main tenant.

				He was also the owner that oversaw the sacrilegious trade of Bobby Orr in 1976 after the two sides couldn’t come to contractual terms. Orr, one of the sport’s greatest players, was playing on degenerated knees at that point in his career. But he had delivered two Cups and a golden era for the franchise and remained Boston’s beloved icon.

				Would this be the hockey version of the Curse of the Bambino? For a quarter century, it sure seemed that way.

				When the NHL went to a hard salary cap system, however, it fit perfectly into Jacobs’ business model. He didn’t have to overspend like other big market, Original Six franchises such as the Detroit Red Wings (who did so successfully) and the Toronto Maple Leafs and New York Rangers (who did not) to build a winner. What he needed was a smart general manager who had a keen understanding of the new cap system (Chiarelli, who was hired in 2006) and some desperately needed good karma (Neely, who was brought back to the franchise in 2007 and quickly rose to team president in ‘10).

				Everything was finally in place by June 14, 2011, when the team boarded their chartered flight to make that 3,167-mile trip to the destiny that awaited them. A destiny that one city, and an entire region, has been awaiting to cap an amazing decade of sports dominance.

				“We know the significance, ‘72 the last time this town got to see a Stanley Cup, great sports town, great hockey town, and it would be remarkable.,” veteran Mark Recchi said as the Bruins found themselves a win away. “There has been a lot of success with the other sports teams and the Bruins included, but it’s been a long time. We hope we can do that.”

		

	
		
				Chapter 2. The Wrath of Grapes

				How can anyone forget Don Cherry? He’s famous in Canada for his loud suits and bombastic personality as an opinionated analyst on the national broadcast institution, Hockey Night in Canada. In Boston, however, he was the coach who had the Bruins on the verge of upending the rival Montreal Canadiens with a 4-3 lead late in Game 7 of the Stanley Cup semifinals in 1979.
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