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To my daughter Melissa and my son Bobby, my biggest fans and best friends.


To my father Gus, who taught us to be tough before he passed away, and to my mother Edith, who still worries about me.


To my brother Barc, whom I miss the most, and to his family, who lived up to the Plager name.


To my brother Billy, who was hard to play against and fun to play with, and to his family.


To the Blues Alumni, who are part of our family.


And to all the loyal St. Louis hockey fans, who treated us like family.


—Bob Plager


To my mom, Marge Wheatley, who knows where Primante’s is...and a whole lot more.


—Tom Wheatley




Introduction


To be sitting here writing a book, it all goes back to where I grew up, in a little town in northern Ontario called Kirkland Lake.


As a kid, being a Canadian, there’s a dream that you have. You say your prayers and ask God, “Please let me play in the National Hockey League.”


But it was a dream. I was born in 1943, and there were only six teams in the NHL when I was growing up.


Kirkland Lake was a gold-mining town. So many hockey players came out of there through the years. Ted Lindsay was the first big star from my town when I was a kid, and then there was Ralph Backstrom.


You wanted to be like them. Everybody in the town played hockey. I came two years after my brother Barclay, and my brother Billy came two years after me. We lived across the road from a rink.


Back then, every rink was outdoors. If it got to be 40 below—we didn’t have wind-chill factors—the games were canceled. That didn’t bother us. We just went and played pickup games.


Our school had a full-sized rink, 200 feet by 85 feet. It was just a sheet of ice. No boards, just snow banks.


You’d bring your own puck with your name or your initials carved in it. We couldn’t afford many pucks, and when you shot one into the snow bank, you’d dig it out and make sure it was yours.


When recess came, you ran down to the rink. Recess was only 15 minutes. You didn’t have time to put your skates on. So you played in your boots till the bell rang.


But lunch was an hour. You’d grab your skates and be eating your sandwich on your way downstairs to the rink. They had a rink shack there with a big stove in it. You’d put your skates on in there and go out and play all through the lunch hour.


You went out in your Montreal Canadiens sweater or your Toronto Maple Leafs sweater, because those were the only two Canadian teams in the NHL.


We had no TV. You listened to the radio. On Saturday night—every Saturday night—it was Hockey Night in Canada.


The Canadiens or Maple Leafs would always be on. And you’d dream and you’d pray that some night you might get to play on Hockey Night in Canada.


Years later my brothers and I all played together on the ice at the same time for the St. Louis Blues.


We were in Montreal, and Scotty Bowman sent the three of us out to start the game. Normally we were all defensemen. I remember Scotty saying the lineup in the dressing room: “Barclay Plager, center ice. Bob Plager, left wing. Billy Plager, right wing.”


There were seven players from Kirkland Lake who started that game. The Canadiens sent out Ralph Backstrom, Dickie Duff and Mickey Redmond as forwards and Larry Hillman on defense.


You dream and you pray.


I remember a little problem my mother had at our school, after her boys said they were going to be hockey players no matter what. When she let Barclay go away to play junior hockey at 16, the principal said to her, “Your boys will be nothing but hockey bums.”


Nothing was said back to the principal. But in my second year, after I went to the Stanley Cup finals for the second time in a row with the Blues, Kirkland Lake was having a big reunion.


All three Plager boys were in the NHL.


I had a brand new ’69 Riviera that I drove up for the reunion. Then I had to leave to do a hockey school for a week.


I said, “Mum, I’m leaving the car here. I want you to drive my car every day to the principal’s house. Every day when you get there, I want you to beep the horn until the principal comes out.


“And every day when he comes out, just say to him, ‘The boys aren’t doing too bad in hockey, are they?’”




Tales from the St. Louis Blues Locker Room


An Original Blue


I made it to the NHL before either of my brothers. I had played for the New York Rangers, but I had been up and down from the minor leagues in Baltimore for two years.


Then, in 1967 the NHL decided to expand from six teams to 12 teams. The expansion draft was in June. I sat there in Baltimore all day and I wasn’t drafted. Afterwards, I rated the draft for the writers. I thought Oakland got the best players from the Original Six teams. I didn’t think St. Louis did a very good job. Of the six new teams, I had them in sixth place.


The next day I got called by a writer. He said, “Guess what? The Rangers traded you to St. Louis.”


I said, “Nice try. You’re not going to get me.”


I thought he was pulling my leg.


He said, “No, really. You, Timmy Ecclestone, Gary Sabourin and Gordie Kannegiesser got traded for Rod Seiling.”


The Blues had drafted Seiling from the Rangers, who wanted him back.


Then the writer said, “You picked St. Louis as the worst expansion team. What do you have to say about that now?”


I said, “Hockey’s a strange sport. It’s amazing how with one good trade you can go all the way from last place to first!”




Checking In


That first training camp with the Blues in ’67 was at the old St. Louis Arena. It was the worst place to have camp, so hot and humid. I played in the Arena in the minors when I was with St. Paul of the International Hockey League. What an awful building. We used to stickhandle the mice in the dressing room. You’d tip up your skates to put them on, and a mouse would run out. They had cats all over the place to keep the mice down.


When we got to the Arena for training camp in ’67, they remodeled the whole place. They were still welding seats so we could play hockey. They turned that old rink into a beautiful place to play.


But we would die in the heat in there. Lynn Patrick was the head coach. Scotty Bowman was the assistant coach, and Cliff Fletcher worked with the team then in camp and was a scout.


We had drafted Glenn Hall, who had been a great goalie, but he didn’t show up for camp. He was famous for painting his barn back in Canada every summer. Everybody in hockey knew about Glenn Hall and his red barn. That was his excuse for missing camp.


There were no goalie masks back then. He hated facing pucks anyway, which is why he threw up before every game. But in camp, all the players—especially the kids—tried to impress somebody with their shot. They shot high at the net to show they could go top corner.


So, Glenn was a target. He had to stop thousands of shots in camp. He’d say, “You’re getting hit everywhere. After awhile you can’t move your shoulder, you can’t move your hand, pucks are flying at your head.”


He was a Hall of Fame goalie. He felt he didn’t need to go through all of that in camp. So he just didn’t show up.


A1 Arbour didn’t either. Not right away. A1 was older, too, and he’d won a few Stanley Cups with Toronto and Detroit as a defenseman. I had never played with Al but I’d played against him. He was the kind of guy who didn’t have great stats, but teams always traded for him just before the playoffs.


We played our first five exhibition games in five nights. But first we had an intrasquad game in Pekin, Illinois. And it was a bloodbath. There were 40 guys in camp, and they all wanted to show why they should make the team.


Then Al met us in Rochester, New York. He had been with the Rochester Americans, a minor league team, the year before. It looked like his NHL career was over. Because of expansion, he got to play. And I think he played four exhibition games in four nights.


I remember telling Lynn Patrick, “I picked you to finish last because you drafted all these old guys.”


I knew Lynn because his brother, Muzz, was the general manager in New York when I was in the Rangers system.


Lynn said, “There were some good players with better statistics that we didn’t draft. But look around the dressing room. Everyone has a ring. They’ve been in championships in the NHL or the minors or juniors.


“They know how to win. And the other guys, those better players we passed up in the draft? Come April, they go home. And the guys we drafted? They keep going in the playoffs.”




The Canadien Connection


Those first years in St. Louis, I’d say a third of our team was Montreal Canadiens. Scotty Bowman had coached in the Montreal system. Barclay Plager and Jimmy Roberts had played for Scotty at Peterborough in the finals of the Memorial Cup, the junior championship of Canada. We had Canadiens like Dickie Moore, Jean-Guy Talbot, Red Berenson, Noel Picard, Billy McCreary, Doug Harvey, Phil Goyette, Jacques Plante. Some of these guys had three, four, five Stanley Cups. They were here to teach the younger guys the Montreal tradition—how to win—which they did.


We learned what the Bluenote meant. The sacrifices it took to win. The way you stuck together as a team. When you got on that 200-by-85 foot sheet of ice, winning was the number-one thing. At all costs.




Know When to Say Fun


We went to the Stanley Cup finals in our first three years. We never won the Cup, but no expansion team in any sport ever went to the finals its first three years.


When you look at how we won and what we learned, one lesson was that you can’t buy fun. The other was that you pick your spots.


Nobody partied more and had more fun and acted crazier than the guys from Montreal. But when you went over the boards for a game or practice, you were ready. You never let fun get in the way of work.


The other thing was: You were a team. The early Blues went out and had lunch after every practice—17, 18, 19 guys. It was McDermott’s today or Rigazzi’s tomorrow, but you went as a team. If you didn’t drink beer, okay, you had a Coke. But you did it together. If you had family or parents in town to see you, hey, there was a table over there for them. You’d be with them later, but you’d start out with the team.


Because when you have a couple beers together, that’s like truth serum if something’s bothering you. Maybe one of the younger players was intimidated to talk to the older veterans, but they’d talk after a couple of beers.


You never went out the night before a game. Someone would say on a road trip, “Hey, it’s Monday night. When do we play again?” The answer would come back: “Wednesday!”


That meant everybody went out that night. Together. Maybe you all stayed out a little later than you should, but the next day at practice you skated your butt off.


Dickie Moore told us younger guys, “Hey, you’re single and it’s great to have your fun. But if you go out the night before a game, or if it interferes with how you play, then you’re stealing money from me. And nobody, nobody, steals money from me!”


You never argued with Dickie Moore. He wasn’t big, but he was the meanest, toughest player. He taught you to have pride in your sweater.


One time in Oakland we came off the ice after a game, and one of the players was mad. He threw his sweater on the dressing room floor. I don’t remember if we won or lost, but this guy was mad. Dickie Moore grabbed him by the throat and put him up against the wall. The guy’s feet were off the floor.


And Dickie Moore said: “That sweater never hits the floor. That crest never touched the floor in Montreal. That Bluenote, that crest, is your life. It’s your livelihood. You take pride in it.”


Young guys like me and Barclay Plager and Timmy Ecclestone and Craig Cameron and Terry Crisp all saw that. We learned to take pride in that sweater. It never hit the floor again in that dressing room.


When Barclay, Noel Picard and myself became veterans, we passed that on to the younger guys like Brian Sutter and Bernie Federko. Nobody wore the Bluenote with more pride than Brian and Bernie. And Barclay taught both of them in the minors when he coached in Kansas City.


Brian Sutter became the captain of the Blues and passed it on to the younger guys who came after him. Now he’s the coach in Chicago, and I bet you that sweater never touches the floor up there.




Playing Hurt


Dickie Moore used to cry after every game. There was nothing left in his knee. It was rubbing bone on bone. He eventually had to retire because his knee hurt so bad.


He was the toughest, meanest guy in the world and you’d see tears in his eyes. We didn’t have the surgeries and the rehab and the exercise machines that they have now. We had one bicycle for rehab. Actually, I think that was for me to get my weight down every weigh-in!


We all grew up playing with injuries—we had to play. There were only 12 teams and 240 jobs. If you sat out with an injury you might not get your spot back. Ever.


Tommy Woodcock was our trainer. If your shoulder was dislocated, he could tape it so it’d never pop out. Same thing if you had sore ribs or a bad knee. If it was the knee, you’d get up on the table and stand on two pucks stacked under your heel. That would flex the knee. Tommy would tape it up and then you’d jump down off the table. You’d land and say, “Okay, Tom, good one!”


That’s how you knew your knee wouldn’t hurt as much.


Your trainer had to be a good taper. And Tommy Woodcock was the best taper in hockey.




Scotty Takes Charge


Some people think Scotty Bowman was the first coach of the Blues, but he actually came in as the assistant to Lynn Patrick.


In training camp I made a joke about Scotty, and Lynn said, “You better watch out. He may be your next coach.”


And he was. After 26 games, Lynn decided to concentrate on being the general manager, his other job. I think Lynn planned to step aside for Scotty all the time.


Scotty had just turned 34. He was younger than a lot of the players. Dickie Moore and Glenn Hall were 36. A1 Arbour was 35. Scotty was so young that the Salomons, our owners, would never have hired him as the head coach at the start. But Lynn knew how good Scotty was.


Scotty didn’t try to order the veterans around at the start. He let them help him run the team. If a player wouldn’t take a hit, Dickie Moore would say, “Don’t worry, Scotty. We’ll take care of that.”


The next day in practice, the guy would get smashed into the boards.


Scrimmages were a lot different then. You wouldn’t let anybody score. A lot of guys got hurt in practice. You played the way you played in the game. Tough.


I didn’t play the power play, but I killed penalties. When you killed penalties in practice, you took so much pride in that. You worked, you hit, you got down and blocked shots. They were not going to score on the power play in practice, and that carried over to the games.


At first, Scotty would consult with the older guys at practice. Barclay would argue with him, because they knew each other so well. But my brother was the only one who ever did that. Because Scotty was a little crazy.




The Best One


Scotty took over near the end of November that first year. The next day he said to me, “We just made a trade.”


I asked him whom we got. He said, “I got the good one!”


He was all excited. I still had no clue what he was talking about. I said, “Okay, what do you mean?”


He said, “I got the best one.”


I said, “Who?”


He said, “I got your brother Barclay.”


Scotty didn’t have to tell me that Barclay was the best Plager. I already knew that. And I knew that Scotty knew it.


We got Barclay and Red Berenson from the New York Rangers for Ron Attwell and Ron Stewart. The city didn’t like that trade. Our two best scorers were traded for Red, who sat the bench in New York, and Barclay, who had never played in the NHL. But, Red was the greatest skater and practice player ever. And so skilled. And everywhere that Scotty went, Barclay went with him. Because Barclay Plager would do anything to win a hockey game.


If we were losing to somebody 5 to 1, Scotty would say to Barc, “You have to go out and beat every one of those guys.”


And Barc would try to fight every guy out there. That’s the way he was growing up, too. I watched him and I learned.


There are a lot of reasons I got to the NHL and played 11 years. And Barclay Plager is the main one.




Scotty on Duty


Scotty was single when he was here. Barc was married when we got him, but his wife Helen had just given birth and stayed back in Canada with the baby. So, Barc stayed with me and Ray Fortin in an apartment on Lindell Boulevard, near the St. Louis Cathedral.


One night we were sitting out front and Scotty drove by. He didn’t stop but Barc said, “He’s checking up on us.”


Scotty went around the block and came by again. Barc ran over and yelled. Scotty stopped and Barc asked him what he was doing.
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“The Best One” When Scotty Bowman said that about Barclay, he got no argument from the rest of us Plagers. (Bruce Bennett Studios)


Scotty said, “I’ve got this French newspaper, and I thought maybe Ray wanted to read it.”


That was his explanation of why he came all the way over to our place at night. We figured he probably wanted to see if our car was there or if we were out. So, after that, we started parking the car in front of the apartment and taking a cab at night when we went out. Then if Scotty came by, he’d think the boys were home.




The Right Touch


Some coaches get mad and just yell. Scotty knew how to handle the players individually to get the best out of everyone. Scotty might scream at a guy or pat him on the back. You never knew what to expect.


He’d walk in the dressing room before a game and say something like, “Big, tough, Noel Picard. You know what the word in the league is now? Noel Picard’s a talker.”


Noel would yell, “Who says that? I’ll kill him!”


Scotty would say to us, “There, he’s talking again.”


Noel would say, “Hey, I’ll kill anybody who says that!”


Scotty would shrug his shoulders and say, “See? Talking again.”


Then he’d walk out of the room, and Noel would be going nuts. Noel was as big and as tough as they come, but you know what? Maybe Noel had been getting too fancy on the ice.


But that night, watch out! We were in Philadelphia, and Scotty tapped Noel and me to start the game. Noel jumped on the ice and banged and scrapped and hit.


The Philadelphia team probably said, “Who woke him up?”


The answer was, “Scotty. Who else?”




Red Alert


Scotty knew how to get you going if you were struggling. Even a guy like Red Berenson. Scotty wouldn’t scream “you stink” at a veteran like Red. Here’s how Scotty got to Red.


He’d say, “Red, it’s my fault. I want to win so bad, and I know you want to win more than anyone else here, and I’ve got you playing too much.


“You’re on the power play. You’re killing penalties. You’re playing a regular shift. Then I’m double-shifting you. You’re on the ice at the end of every period.


“It’s my fault. These other guys get a paycheck, too. Let them earn it. Because you’re tired.”


Red would yell, “I’m not tired!”


Scotty would say, “Yeah, you are, but it’s my fault. I’ll give you a rest. Don’t play the power play.”


Red would yell, “I want to play the power play.”


Scotty would say, “You know what? Tomorrow, you won’t even practice. Don’t even come to practice. Just rest and stay home with the family.”


Scotty did cut Red’s ice time way back. Red didn’t see the power play and he didn’t double-shift. Scotty did keep him off the ice the next day.


And when Red finally did get out there, he was just flying.




Kennel Time


When it’s time for a line change, the coach taps someone and says, “You’re up next,” or “Your line’s next.”


But there were times, if we weren’t playing well, when Scotty wouldn’t say anything. It would be time to change and somebody would say, “Scotty, who’s up next?”


Scotty would have his chin in the air and he’d say, “Any five dogs!”


Or it might be, “Next five dogs!”


We were insulted by that, but that’s what it was supposed to do.


The players pretty well knew who was up next. You have kind of a rotation going anyhow. So one of the older players like Red would send the lines out. If you scored a goal on one of those shifts, you’d come back to the bench and say, “Great line change, Red!” Not really loud...but Scotty heard everything.


The thing is, he wanted us to try to stick it to him. That was the whole point. And he’d never really compliment you.


Back then, Junior C was the lowest hockey, then Junior B and Junior A. If you made a bad pass with the puck at practice, Scotty would say, “Junior C!” A good pass, “Junior B!” A great pass, “Junior A!”


A really great pass was, “Awww, minor league!”


In Scotty’s three years in St. Louis, I don’t think we ever had an NHL pass.




Go Figure


Some players didn’t like Scotty because they thought he was crazy. Even today, Noel Picard won’t say too many good things about Scotty.


One night we went in to play in Montreal, then we went on to play at Toronto, then we had a day off before we played in Philadelphia. Noel is from Montreal, so that first night on the trip he had to get 17 tickets for his family. Scotty helped get them. Every game, you always had two extra players on the team who would go out for warmups and then not get to play.


At the time, we had this little gong in the dressing room, like the Gong Show. After warmups, Jean-Guy Talbot would take the gong and go over by the two guys we thought would be scratched. And he would gong each of them. We never knew for sure until somebody came in and left a ticket for the guys who were scratched. They needed tickets because they sat in the stands, not in the pressbox like the extra players do now.


This night in Montreal, Jean-Guy Talbot went around like he always did and gonged a couple of guys. Noel and myself never got gonged. We were defense partners and we always played. Then Scotty came in. He didn’t say a word. He just walked around the room. When Scotty got to Noel and me, he put the two tickets on the bench between us. He did it real quick and got out of there fast. And it’s a good thing he did.


Noel didn’t even realize it when Scotty first put the tickets down. Then he started going crazy. He was kicking things in the bathroom. He wanted to kill Scotty.


Hey, Noel’s family was all there and now he wasn’t playing. And he had to pay for the 17 tickets. They weren’t free.


I didn’t understand it and I was mad, too. I didn’t know what to say. But I thought, “There’s a reason. I don’t know if I was playing bad at the time, but there’s a reason.” That’s the respect I had for Scotty.


We got beat bad and then we went to Toronto. And Jean-Guy wasn’t gonging anybody before that game! We all sat in the dressing room wondering who would get gonged by Scotty this time. And you know who? Noel and myself. This time Scotty sent the trainer, Tommy Woodcock, to tell us.


Noel wouldn’t talk to anybody, he was so mad. We were afraid he would try to go after Scotty. And Scotty probably thought the same thing, which is why he sent Tommy Woodcock in with the tickets.


We got beat bad again. We had a day off and then we went in to play Philadelphia. Scotty came in the dressing room before the game and went right where Noel and I were sitting. Noel wouldn’t talk to Scotty, wouldn’t even look at him.


Scotty said, “I just wanted to prove something. We have a scared hockey team without these two guys. We need these two guys to win, and you other guys proved that.”


Now we’re the best part of the team!


You look back and you see that the team had been going pretty bad when we got to Montreal. We never beat the Canadiens anyway. Toronto was a tough place to win, too.


In Philadelphia we started playing teams in our division, the other expansion teams. Those were games we had to win on the road.


So there was a reason that Scotty sat us out. That was his way of shaking up a team.


Noel still wanted to kill him, though.




You Are What You Eat


I always had a problem with weight.


One time, Scotty was sitting in the front of the bus when I got on. He said, “What are you eating?”


I said, “A chocolate bar.”


He said, “Why?”


I said, “Energy.”


They didn’t have the energy bars then like they do now.


I went in the back and sat down. The bus took off. All of a sudden, Scotty came right back in front of me. He was talking to me, but everyone could hear.


He said, “Do you really believe in that?”


I said, “What?”
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