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1

LEAFS POTPOURRI

Walter Gretzky, hockey’s most famous dad, is also one of the world’s most famous Toronto Maple Leafs fans. This is not an act of disloyalty to his son Wayne, who came close on one occasion but never did play for the Maple Leafs. As a native of Brantford, Ontario, just a 90-minute drive from Toronto, it is natural for Walter to cheer for the Blue and White, and he is a fixture at the Air Canada Centre.

In the summer of 2005, Wayne decided to reward his father’s loyalty by purchasing a road trip with the Maple Leafs for him at a charity auction. As it turned out, the trip in earlyjanuary 2006 was therapeutic for Walter. It came a couple of weeks after his wife and Wayne’s mother, Phyllis, had died of cancer.

Walter got to travel on the Leafs’ charter flights, stay at their hotel, and ride on the team bus. He told reporters the trip helped him cope with the loss of his wife.

However, the trip did not start well for the diehard Leafs fan. The Leafs lost their first game 1–0 to the Calgary Flames, and all agreed they did not play well. Naturally Walter was not happy, although he is not the kind of fellow to throw a public tantrum.

The next night they were in Edmonton, and a few hours before the game Walter and the Leafs climbed on the team bus for the ride from the hotel to the arena. As soon as the bus was underway, Walter stood up, went to the back of the bus, and faced the players.

“Well, ladies, are we going to be better tonight?” he asked.

The Leafs responded with a 3–2 win over the Oilers, and Walter was smiling again.

In the years after the Air Canada Centre opened on February 20, 1999, the tour guides had a favourite story about the Maple Leafs dressing room that involved head coach Pat Quinn and the Leaf logo on the floor.

Before I tell the tale, there are a couple of things to remember about Quinn in those days. One, Quinn’s relationship with his players did not lend itself to heartfelt, emotional speeches. Two, before a heart arrhythmia frightened the coach into embracing a healthier lifestyle, Quinn’s love of cigars, good scotch, and thick steaks, along with a hip replacement, kept him well north of the slim line.

Now, as is the fashion in many NHL cities, the Leaf logo is emblazoned on the carpet in the middle of the dressing room. Some teams have functionaries shooing interlopers from their logo, telling them not to step on it. The Leafs, however, very sensibly keep theirs covered up by a circular rug. This is where the tour guide’s tale comes in.

At least one tour guide was said to regularly take a group of wideeyed fans into the Leaf dressing room and gather them around the Leaf logo. “Before every Leaf game,” the guide would say, “Pat Quinn gives his pep talk to the players. Then, as he finishes, Mr. Quinn bends over, pulls the rug off the logo, and yells, ‘Go get ’em, boys!’ Then the players charge out to the ice.”

This apocryphal tale was related to a member of the Leafs staff who worked with the players. He considered the corpulent, slow-moving coach and said, “It would be news if Quinn bent over for anything.”

Floyd Smith was in the employ of the Maple Leafs for many years, starting in the late 1960s. He served the Leafs as a player, scout, and from 1989 to 1991, as general manager. He was not known for his sense of humour, but he was famous among those around the Leafs as one of the most unintentionally funny men in hockey.

This became clear early in his tenure as GM when a group of reporters collared him for comment about the future of head coach Doug Carpenter, whose job was said to be in jeopardy. Smith raised his hands and said to the approaching group, “Fellas, Fve got nothing to say, and I’m only going to say it once.”

Tim Wharnsby, my fellow hockey writer at The Globe and Mail, loves to tell this story about Smith. Tim was working for The Toronto Sun at the time, a young fellow in his first year on the Leaf beat, trying not to let all of the big-leaguers completely intimidate him.

This time, it was Smith’s job security that was the subject of speculation. Jim O’Leary and Mike Simpson ran the Sun sports section at the time, and they wanted Smith’s opinion of the rumours that Cliff Fletcher was about to take his job as general manager. Wharnsby was in Quebec with the Leafs for a game against the Nordiques. He was told to ask Smith about the situation.

Wharnsby went up to Smith at Le Colisée, the Nordiques arena, and steeled himself for the difficult question.

“Mr. Smith, my bosses told me to ask you if you were going to be fired,” Wharnsby said, fighting the urge to run away.

“Tell me, Timmy, who are your bosses?”

“Jim O’Leary and Mike Simpson.”

“Well, Timmy, you tell Jim O’Leary and Mike Simpson to go fuck themselves.”

Another longtime Leaf retainer with a funny streak is George Armstrong, whose tenure started in 1949 as a player at the age of 19 when he came to Toronto from Northern Ontario. Armstrong has been a player and a coach during his seven decades with the Leafs and remains with the team today as a scout. Unlike Smith, however, there was never anything unintentional about his humour.

Armstrong reluctantly allowed himself to be pressed into service as head coach 33 games into the 1988–89 season when John Brophy was fired. In the summer of 1989, GM Floyd Smith relieved Armstrong of a job he never wanted and hired Doug Carpenter as head coach. Word went around that Carpenter and Armstrong were distant relatives.

Tim Wharnsby asked Armstrong if this were true.

“Yes,” Armstrong said.

“How are you related?”

“Well, Timmy,” Armstrong replied, “A long time ago, one of my relatives fucked one of his relatives.”

Mats Sundin is known as one of the most affable players to ever wear a Leaf uniform. While he is not a colourful speaker, Sundin usually shoulders his media duties with patience and rarely takes issue with his interrogators.

The one exception, though, is when reporters want to look into his private life. Sundin is an intensely private person who rarely discusses his family and never discusses his love life. It was the topic of his love life that drove Sundin to drop an f-bomb in front of the media for the first time since he became a Maple Leaf in 1994.

It happened on March 29, 2000, when the Leafs were in St. Louis to play the Blues. Mike Kitchen, then an assistant coach with the Blues, started his coaching career with the Leafs and knew Mats well. Kitchen dropped by the Toronto practice at the Blues’ rink to tease his old friend.

Kitchen walked to the Leafs’ bench as they were on the ice and called out to Sundin in the presence of the beat reporters covering the team. He said a former Leaf, Fredrik Modin, told him Sundin was getting married to Tina Fagerstrom, then his longtime girlfriend. Sundin immediately declared it was not true.

It was clear Kitchen was merelyjoking, so none of the reporters were serious when the topic was brought up after practice with Sundin. “There’s nothing to that,” he said.
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Mats Sundin rarely used the f'-word off the ice but may have here when Donald Brashesr of the Philadelphia Flyers drove him into the boards.

No one planned to write anything about it until a radio reporter decided it was worth stop-the-presses treatment on his noon-hour report just after the Leaf practice ended. This meant the print reporters had to cover themselves with their bosses, so we all filed a short item about the story and explained it was merely Kitchen teasing his old friend.

But Sundin did not see anything funny about the items. He was still steaming the next day when the reporters showed up at the Leafs’ game-day skate.

“You fuckers,” he snapped at the group.

That really raised the eyebrows of the assembled scribes, who had never heard Sundin utter an angry word let alone a profane one.

Before Sundin’s long run as the resident Leafs hero, Doug Gilmour carried that mantle in the mid-1990s. Gilmour arrived in the biggest trade in Leafs history, one that involved 10 players on January 2, 1992. And he left on February 25, 1997, when he was traded to the New Jersey Devils.

Rumours circulated before the Devils trade that Gilmour wanted out, but things were not that simple. Gilmour’s exodus began when the hockey season ended in 1996 and he and general manager Cliff Fletcher sat down to talk about a new contract. Fletcher offered Gilmour what’s known in the NHL as a retirement contract. It was for several years at a salary that may have seemed high in relation to his scoring totals but which recognized his past contributions to the team. Once the contract was up, the intimation was that Gilmour would retire and take a position in the front office.

The problem was, Gilmour was not sure exactly when he wanted to retire. He was also not comfortable with the idea of getting paid far more than his current worth in the last year or two of the contract.

“There were a lot of stories circulated that I wanted out,” Gilmour said. “I’m not going to get into details, but I was offered some money to kind of retire [in Toronto] by the team. I was not prepared to do it at the time.”

Gilmour wrestled with the idea for a few weeks, talking it over with his wife, Amy.

“The contract gave me security, but at the same time,” Gilmour asked himself, “Do I want to continue playing? I can look back at my career and say a lot of it I did it my way. I was not looking to hang on just because I was in Toronto.”

Finally, he decided to accept the deal.

“As we got closer to it, I said to Cliff, ‘Maybe I will accept that deal,”’ Gilmour said. “But he said it was not on the table any more. They took it off the table. It wasn’t Cliff, it was upper management. That’s how it came down.”

Steve Stavro, the chairman of the board of directors of what is now called Maple Leaf Sports and Entertainment, and his fellow directors decreed the team had to cut costs. Also shipped out that summer were expensive veterans Mike Gartner and Dave Gagner. Earlier, Todd Gill and Dave Andreychuk, a 50-goal scorer, were dumped. Gilmour said he knew then his days as a Leaf were numbered, although he did not demand a trade.

“I accepted it,” he said. “It’s time to go when upper management doesn’t want you. It doesn’t matter what business you’re in—if you have an investment, and you think that investment is going down, and you have a chance to bring in new players or new workers, you do it.

“I have no bitter feelings about it at all, that’s just how it works. I said at the time I’m not going to cry over it, I’ll go somewhere else. But it was kind of disappointing how it turned out.”

A few weeks before the trading deadline, on February 25, 1997, Gilmour, defenceman Dave Ellett, and a third-round pick in the 1999 NHL Entry Draft were traded to the New Jersey Devils for defenceman Jason Smith and forwards Alyn McCauley and Steve Sullivan.

The austerity kick cost the Maple Leafs a lot more than Gilmour in the summer of 1996. It also cost them the chance of having Gilmour, Sundin, and Wayne Gretzky as their top three centres.

For a few weeks in June 1996, the same time as he was trying to negotiate a contract with Gilmour, Fletcher thought he was going to land Gretzky as a free agent.

Gretzky’s representatives contacted Fletcher. Gretzky was an unrestricted free agent and had no interest in signing a new contract with the St. Louis Blues, who picked him up in a trade with the Los Angeles Kings during the 1995–96 season. Gretzky grew up as a Maple Leaf fan in Brantford, Ontario, and at the age of 35, he wanted to finish his career with the Leafs.

Fletcher was told Gretzky was so eager to do this, he was willing to turn down an offer of $8 million a year from the Vancouver Canucks and sign with the Leafs for between $2 million and $3 million. The deal was that in a major media and business centre like Toronto, Gretzky and the Leafs would make up the difference with endorsement and sponsorship money.

The Leafs GM decided to run the idea past his captain.

“Yeah, Cliff called me into his office,” Gilmour said. “I said, ‘What have I done now?’ He said, ‘No, no, we have opportunity to get Wayne here. What do you think?’ I said, ‘Go for it.’”

Gilmour even offered to give up his captain’s title to Gretzky, but Fletcher said that would not be necessary. “We’ll make him an assistant captain,” Fletcher said.

“‘I really don’t care about that. Just get him here to help us win,’” Gilmour said. “I don’t know the details of what happened. I just know something happened with Stavro.”

Stavro and the other Maple Leaf Gardens directors stepped in and nixed the deal. Gretzky said later he was told the Gardens directors slashed the payroll to direct as much money as possible toward building the Air Canada Centre, which opened in February 1999. Around the same time, Stavro had to cough up more than $20 million to settle a nasty lawsuit over the value of the Gardens stock when he wrested control of the company from Harold Ballard’s estate.

Gretzky wound up signing with the New York Rangers. The Leafs missed the 1997 playoffs, and Fletcher soon joined Gilmour in exile.

If Fletcher had managed to sign Gretzky, there would have been even more material for the newspapers than might be expected. Three years earlier, Gretzky played a starring role in breaking the hearts of the Leafs and their fans, who were hoping the team would make the Stanley Cup Final for the first time since 1967.

The details are seared into the brains of every Leaf fan of a certain age. The Leafs held a 3–2 lead over the Kings in the best-of-seven Campbell Conference final in 1993 when they went into Los Angeles for Game 6 on May 27.

Down 4–2 with nine minutes left in the third period, the Leafs stormed back to send the game into overtime. When overtime started, though, the Kings were on the power play because Leaf winger Glenn Anderson was given a penalty with 13 seconds left in the third period. Then, 39 seconds into overtime, Gretzky clipped Gilmour on the face with his stick, leaving a cut severe enough to require eight stitches. Referee Kerry Fraser, who was involved in several Leaf controversies over the years, did not see the infraction. Neither did the two linesmen. Shortly after that, Gretzky scored the winning goal to tie the series. Back in Toronto for Game 7, Gretzky drove a dagger into the Leafs’ hearts with one of his greatest games ever, scoring three goals in a 5–4 Kings victory that ended the series.

“If Kerry Fraser hadn’t seen the call, which obviously he didn’t as he says, the linesmen should have made the call,” Gilmour said. “Give him two minutes. With Glenn Anderson in the box already, it would have just evened out. It’s sad and disappointing that three people on the ice did not see it, especially when it happened at a face-off.”

To this day, Gilmour believes Gretzky and Kings had more than their share of luck in that series. This despite the fact the Leafs went into the series as the Cinderella team, having knocked off the heavily favoured Detroit Red Wings in the first round of the playoffs.

“If you told anybody in this league, give me the seventh game of the semifinals at home, would you take it?” Gilmour asked. “Damn right I would. Unfortunately, Gretzky had one of his career games and beat us. We gave it a good run.

‘You could say we had a horseshoe somewhere, but look at some of the goals [the Kings] scored. They got some lucky goals. We made some mistakes that we really didn’t make that often.”

The Leafs came back from the loss in the Stanley Cup semifinals in 1993 to make the NHL’s Final Four again in 1994. They were not as strong this time, in large part because their heart and soul, Gilmour, had to cope with a foot injury he had suffered in the first round against the Chicago Blackhawks. He carried the Leafs to a win over Chicago in six games by having his ankle frozen for the last few games. Gilmour said his foot got better in the next round against the San Jose Sharks, but the Leafs ran out of gas in the semifinals and lost to the Vancouver Canucks in five games.

By then, Gilmour could go no further. Between his injury and the 30 or more minutes of icetime in each playoff game, Gilmour became increasingly haggard. At the end, his drawn features and sunken eyes gave him the look of a famine victim.

“I had a bone chip in my ankle against Chicago, and that was a lot of pain,” Gilmour said. “There’s no way I could have played that sixth game if there hadn’t been a couple of needles. At the morning skate [for Game 6], I went out, but I couldn’t skate on it. I went out in the warm-up for the game and still couldn’t skate, so my foot was frozen.

“The hardest thing when they freeze your foot is you don’t know how tight your skate is. And when you go to kick the puck, you might miss it. It’s a really weird feeling. I had to watch it but the doctors said I wouldn’t have any repercussions from it. By the San Jose series, I was down to one needle a game, and against Vancouver the needles were done. I was down to Tylenol.”

After the Leafs traded him, Gilmour played five and a half more seasons with the New Jersey Devils, Chicago Blackhawks, Buffalo Sabres, and Montreal Canadiens. On March 11, 2003, Gilmour came back to the Leafs in a trade with the Canadiens to bolster them for the playoff run. But in his first game, Gilmour suffered a serious knee injury and his season was over. Gilmour tried to rehabilitate his knee, but progress was slow. With no guarantee the Leafs would welcome him back even if he recovered, Gilmour announced his retirement in September 2003 at the age of 39 after 20 seasons in the NHL.

There were some hard feelings at the time between Gilmour and the Leafs’ rookie general manager, John Ferguson. At his first press conference, Ferguson was asked if Gilmour had a place on the team, and he essentially said no. Most GMs in that position would have done some tap dancing, considering Gilmour’s place in the affections of Leaf fans, saying something to the effect of “We’ll take a look at him if his rehabilitation goes well.” But Ferguson was new to dealing with the Toronto media, and shortly afterward, Gilmour made his announcement.

“I was trying to get my leg back to where I wanted it to be and possibly have one more chance to play,” Gilmour said. “Some comments were made, and at that time I made my decision to retire. It was not worth it to try and play in another city.”

Actually, Gilmour said, he and Ferguson made their peace shortly after the GM’s misstep.

“I had a good chat with John,” Gilmour said. “He said it came out wrong and I made a mistake in how I said it. He said, ‘Continue your workouts, and if you feel you want to come back, give us a call.’

“But at that time, I was a player who had played 20 years. With the injury I had, I had to wonder if it was worth pushing it that much with my future in limbo. So I made my decision. I knew I could go somewhere else and play, but I didn’t want to move my family, so I just shut it down.”

Three years later, on September 15, 2006, Gilmour joined the Leafs front office as their professional development advisor. His duties include scouting and giving advice to younger players at all levels of the Leafs system.

After he retired, Gilmour was still visible around the team. He hung on to the season tickets he bought in his first stint with the Leafs and stayed in touch with his former teammates. He also coached his two sons, Jake and Tyson.

Jake was eight years old when Gilmour retired and Tyson was six, and it just happened to be the year they grew passionate about the Leafs. Gilmour was at the Air Canada Centre with them one day when they ran into Leafs head coach Pat Quinn.

“I took them down to a practice on a Saturday shortly after I retired,” Gilmour said. “It was a game day, and I had to pick up some sticks and clear out my spot in the dressing room. It might have been the fourth or fifth game into the season.

“Kids can get a little spoiled about going to the rink all the time. They don’t understand from their side that when my job was done they didn’t get carte blanche to go down to the Air Canada Centre any more.

“Pat Quinn was walking out to go to practice when Jake saw him. He said, very innocently, ‘How come my dad can’t skate down here anymore?’

“Mr. Quinn said to him, ‘Listen son, your dad can skate down here any time he wants.’

“So Jake said, ‘Dad, get your skates, we can still go.’ I had to say, ‘No, Jake, it doesn’t work that way.’”

During the NHL lockout in the 1994-95 season, Gilmour decided to play in Switzerland to keep himself in playing shape. He signed on with SC Rapperswil-Jona in the Swiss league and set out for the small town of Rapperswil, near Zurich, with a group of reporters, photographers, and his agent, Larry Kelly, in tow.

According to one of the reporters, Lance Hornby of the Toronto Sun, Gilmour was kept on the go for 36 consecutive hours, starting with his flight from Toronto to Zurich. The small party left Toronto at 7 p.m. and arrived in Zurich at 4 a.m. Toronto time.

The owner of the Swiss team held a reception at the airport for Gilmour, which included a press conference for the local media. Then Gilmour was taken on a 30-minute drive to Rapperswil and his first practice with his new team at noon. Right after practice, Gilmour went for lunch with his new teammates and then to another press conference, this one for the Swiss national media. Gilmour then got a couple of hours of sleep in a chair at his hotel before a second practice with his team at 7:15 p.m., local time, followed by a video session.

Once his obligations were finally over, Gilmour headed back to his hotel, where someone in the party (Hornby insists it wasn’t him) suggested a drink in the bar. Gilmour, ever the trooper, joined the group, and Hornby says they discovered the bar had ajukebox with ’60s and ’70s tunes. A name-that-tune contest sprang up, but jet lag finally caught up to Gilmour and he nodded off at the bar.

At one point, the song “Little Arrows” came on and no one could come up with the person who sang it. Suddenly, Gilmour’s head snapped up. He raised his hand and said, “Leapy Lee/’ the correct answer, and then his head hit the bar again.

At the big press conference after Gilmour’s arrival in Rapperswil, Hornby found himself on the wrong end of a misunderstanding caused by one local reporter’s shaky grasp of English.

The sweaters players wear in the Swiss league are covered in logos for all manner of sponsors to the point where the team colours are barely visible. Like all of the other new arrivals, Hornby was curious about the sweaters.

One of the local Swiss reporters was a friendly fellow who was helpful when Hornby first arrived, so he asked the man if some of the team’s sweaters would be at the press conference. The man assured him they would.

A few minutes later, a large woman, obviously a fan, came into the room wearing a hockey sweater covered in logos. Hornby turned to the local reporter, pointed at the woman and asked, “Is this the hockey sweater?” The previously friendly fellow instantly grew enraged. “Zis iss no hockey player!” he shouted. “Zis iss my vife!”

Pat Burns was one of the most colourful characters to serve as head coach of the Leafs. With his dark brown pompadour, fiery temper, and stinging wit, the former cop commanded a lot of attention as well as respect.

At the start of the 1994-95 season, Burns’ second behind the Leafs bench, the team bolted to a 10-0 start, an NHL record. Once the Leafs hit five wins, the streak and the possibility of setting a new NHL record became a big topic for the Toronto media. The pressure on the players grew and, as he recalled on Bill Watters’ radio show, Burns realized it when he decided his No. 1 goaltender, Felix Potvin, needed a rest.

[image: image]

Doug Giimour missed a chance to play with Mats Sundin and Wayne Gretzky because of an austerity kick by senior management.

Around the sixth game, Burns approached Damian Rhodes, the backup, about making a start in goal.

“I didn’t want to play Felix Potvin that many games in a row,” Burns said. “I wanted to give him a break. But Rhodes said, ‘I don’t want to go in there.’ I don’t think he wanted to be the guy who lost and stopped the streak.

“I said, ‘You better go in there.’”

Rhodes knew better than to argue. He started the next game, the Leafs won, and the streak continued.

Paul Maurice, who succeeded Pat Quinn as head coach in 2006, is another fellow known to put on his interviewers. Early in Maurice’s first season as coach, the prime minister of Canada, Stephen Harper, who happens to be a big Leaf fan and a hockey historian as well, attended a game at the Air Canada Centre. Maurice was on television before the game, and he was asked if he knew who Stephen Harper was.

“Yeah, he’s the owner of the Harp Brewery,” Maurice said. There was a long pause. It was filled with the laughter of the cameramen, who knew their beverages and got the joke.

After the game, though, Maurice discovered at least one viewer did not think he was too funny.

“The camera men must be drinkers, because they got the joke,” he said. “But my mom was mad when she called me on the cell after the game and said, ‘You don’t know who the prime minister is?”’

Prime Minister Harper paid a visit to the Leafs dressing room after the same game, a 4–1 loss to the Ottawa Senators. Not all of the Leafs felt like schmoozing.

“I just said, ‘Very nice to meet you,’” forward Darcy Tucker said. “We’d just lost, so there wasn’t a lot to say.”

But Wade Belak, whose carefree disposition belies his role as the team enforcer, thought he should put his brief face time with the PM to good use.

“I asked him if he could do something to get me in a lower tax bracket,” Belak said. “I’ve now met the prime minister and the Trailer Park Boys [during an exhibition stop in Halifax]. It’s been a pretty good month.”

Another Leaf coach who had a good sense of humour was John Brophy. He also had a volcanic temper, however, which was unleashed more often than not by his inept Leaf teams in the late 1980s.

But early in the 1986-87 season, Lance Hornby recalls, Brophy was often in a good mood because the team got off to a great start. On one road trip to St. Louis, Brophy was downright giddy, much to the chagrin of assistant coach Garry Lariviere.

The Leafs arrived in St. Louis the day before the game, and the Blues happened to be playing another NHL team that night at the old Arena. Lariviere suggested they go to the game to scout the Blues, but Brophy, happy with his team’s hot start, wasn’t interested. Lariviere insisted, and Brophy finally, grudgingly agreed to go to the game. Before he left, the coach told Hornby and a couple of other writers that he and Lariviere would meet them after the game for a drin.

When Brophy and Lariviere arrived at the bar, which was just up the street from the team hotel, Lariviere was sporting a cut on his head that was quite noticeable given his sparse crop of hair. The pair told the writers the cut was the result of some horseplay in the press box.

“Lariviere was trying to write the Blues’ line combinations down, but Brophy kept hitting him with his shoulder,” Hornby said. “At one point, he bumped him so hard that Lariviere dropped his pen. He bent over to get it, and Brophy playfully punched him in the head. But he had a large ring from one of his minor-league championships on that hand, and it cut Lariviere’s head.”
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Leafs head coach Paui Maurice drew the wrath of his mother with a quip about Canada's prime minister

Lariviere insisted on staying until the end of the game, though, holding a napkin on the cut.

Brophy’s good humour was tested shortly after the previous story was recounted to the Toronto hockey writers. The group left the bar and returned to the team hotel just as a tiny sports car pulled up to the curb.

Brophy and Lariviere noticed the car was packed full of people and laughed when one of its doors flew open and a couple of gorgeous women spilled out. But they stopped laughing when the next two people out of the car were a Leaf rookie, who was the team’s hottest scorer at the time, and a married veteran. Nonetheless, the Leafs were playing well enough that Brophy didn’t stop the two players as they sashayed into the hotel with their guests.

The next night, the Leafs lost, starting a long slide in the standings, and the rookie failed to score. In fact, Hornby said, it was a long time before the rookie scored again, at least on the ice.

In those years, the Leafs developed a fierce rivalry with the Blues, in part because the teams met a couple of times in the playoffs and in part because the Blues GM in those days, Ron Caron, could get just as fiery as Brophy. Caron’s antics in the press box during games were legendary. He would get so worked up at what was happening on the ice he could be heard all over the arena. On one occasion at Maple Leaf Gardens, when Leafs public relations man Bob Stellick tried to get him to tone it down, Caron threw a chair at him and challenged him to a fight.

In the spring of 1987, the Blues and Leafs met in the playoffs, and it wasn’t long before Caron and Brophy were trading shots through the media. This skirmish was started when Caron and his head coach, Jacques Martin, complained the Leafs were getting away with all manner of hooking and holding. Brophy fired back when he was asked about his plan for the next game in the series.

“We’re going to slash and hack and do all of that stuff Ronnie Caron doesn’t like,” Brophy said. “It’ll be old-time hockey.

“Who do they think they’re playing, an old bag of rags? You’d think they’d been Stanley Cup champions for the last 15 years.”

One of the worst lows for Brophy as the Leafs coach came on February 22, 1988, after a game in Minnesota against the North Stars. The North Stars were one of the very few teams in the NHL worse than the Leafs at that point, but thanks to the league’s playoff system, both teams had a chance for the last playoff spot in the Norris Division.

Thus, every game that season against the North Stars was important. But the Leafs, after a promising start to the road trip, went into Minnesota, rolled over, and died. By the end of the 4–2 loss, Brophy was fed up. His players could not muster a decent effort against a woeful team and finished an important western road trip with a 1-2-1 record.

The coach’s frustrations boiled over in his postgame interview with reporters Lance Hornby of the Toronto Sun and Mark Harding of the Toronto Star Brophy let it all out, calling his players a disgrace to the Leaf uniform. He also said there was no hope of turning things around because everyone in the league knew his players were terrible and had no interest in trading for any of them. When the reporters gathered around him outside the Leaf dressing room, Brophy started slowly. But he soon warmed to the topic, increasing his intensity and the volume.

It was a spectacular, profane, volcanic rant, and Hornby captured it all on his microcassette recorder.

“I had a goaltender working tonight, Todd Gill on defence and Rick Lanz working tonight and [Greg] Terrion and Peter Ihnacak and [Mike] Blaisdell were the only guys who worked on this hockey club tonight,” Brophy said, and then practically spat out the next sentence: “The rest of them stunk the fucking joint out.”

Then the coach’s voice grew in volume.

“I got to fucking seriously consider what the fuck we got on this hockey club,” he said. “They’re not fucking fooling nobody, most of all they’re not fooling anybody else in the fucking league, I’ll tell you that.

“I’m sick and fucking tired of making excuses. And all these fucking guys that are getting paid on this fucking hockey club blame it on someone else all the fucking time.”

At this point, Hornby asked if any changes to the lineup were being considered.

“Make changes?” Brophy said incredulously. “Why do you think we play like that for Christ’s sake? You think the door is being knocked down [with offers] for our players?

“Embarrassing? It’s fucking embarrassing without fucking question. It’s embarrassing, embarrassing, embarrassing, without that it’s very fucking embarrassing. But it’s never around who the fuck is playing the games. It’s always embarrassing for somebody else.”

At this point, Brophy wound down and told the reporters to go in the dressing room and try to get some answers from the players. But a few minutes later, assistant coach Garry Lariviere went into the room and summoned the reporters outside once more. Brophy had more to say, he said. The coach then clicked into overdrive, giving the f-word a workout in all of its forms.

In the second session, Brophy went from rage to bewilderment to rage to despair and, finally, to weary resignation. He also set what is believed to be a modern NHL record for use of the f-bomb and its variations in a postgame interview—72 (Hornby counted).

Brophy was a man who spent his entire playing career in the low minor leagues and almost all of his coaching career there as well. He was a hard man who grew up in a hard place and in hard times, during the Depression in rural Nova Scotia. The attitude of the pampered modern athlete was something he could never understand, and it came through loud and clear as he unburdened himself to the Toronto hockey writers. Brophy’s voice rose to a combination of rage and bewilderment in Part II.

“Who are those fucking guys anyway? Who the fuck do they think they are?” he asked. “And who the fuck do they think they’re kidding? Where do they get the nuts to come to the fucking rink every second day and fourth day and play one period a week and get away with it?”
 
The climax came when he, a man who thought anyone should be proud to wear the Maple Leaf, wondered about his players’ lack of pride: “Who are these fucking people that drag that uniform through the mud for Christ’s sake? There’s been great players play in the thing, and they act like this here. Who are they?”

There was worse to come. The Leafs finished the 1987-88 season with a 21-49-10 record but still made the playoffs. They lost in the first round to the Detroit Red Wings.

That series was notable as the lowest point in franchise history. The Red Wings humiliated the Leafs 8–0 at Maple Leaf Gardens in Game 4 of the series to take a 3-1 lead. As they had done so often in the regular season, the players quit once the Red Wings opened up a 3–0 lead.

But on this night, the regular, complacent corporate crowd was not in the stands. The toffs had either sold or given away their playoff tickets, so the stands were full of ordinary fans. And they had had a bellyful of their heroes.

When one angry fan took off his Leaf sweater, tied it in a knot, and threw it from the end blues to the ice, it set off a torrent of rage. Debris and verbal abuse showered down from the seats, and the game had to be stopped. This continued off and on for the rest of the game.

Change for the better was still a long way away. Brophy held on to his job, but by Christmas of 1988 in the following season, he was gone, fired by new GM Gord Stellick. The Leafs missed the playoffs altogether in the 1988-89 season.

As with any major sports beat, many of the reporters covering the Maple Leafs over the years used their wit and the pages of their newspapers to skewer the more disagreeable people running the team. This also involved methods far more subtle than the usual rip job on a GM or coach whose team was not winning.

Don Ramsay covered the Leafs for many years for The Globe and Mail His career ended badly after he moved to the Toronto Sun to be a news reporter and was caught in a libel scandal. But in his younger years, he was known as an aggressive and combative reporter.

During one season on the Leaf beat, Ramsay found out a Leaf executive had a mistress. He also discovered the philandering fellow had his mistress installed in an apartment. Even Ramsay knew he could not print this information without involving his newspaper in a messy lawsuit, but he hit upon another way to skewer the fellow, with whom he had a fractious relationship.

One Saturday, near the bottom of a notebook column and stuck in the middle of several short items separated by the classic three dots was this sentence: “The most intriguing new name on the Leafs beat this season is―,” and there Ramsay printed the name of the mistress.

The executive in question flipped out, but he knew he could not make his displeasure public. So he fumed in private, and his relationship with Ramsay grew much, much colder.

One of the wittiest men to cover the Leafs was the late Rex MacLeod, who did the job for The Globe and Mail and the Toronto Star from the 1950s to the 1980s. He was famous for deflating Leaf management types from Harold Ballard to Punch Imlach with his prose.

Imlach never hesitated to tell reporters just how smart he was at running hockey teams. During his first run with the Leafs in the 1960s, Imlach had a gall bladder operation. Stories about it appeared in all of the papers. However, MacLeod’s account noted the surgeon removed Imlach’s bladder but left the gall.

Years later, Ballard was known to have his fading locks touched up by a hairdresser. Everyone always knew when Ballard had been in for a rinse because his hair was an odd shade of orange.

In the late 1980s, the Leafs were involved in a playoff series with the St. Louis Blues. They were the underdogs and one of the players hit upon the idea of bleaching a patch of his hair for luck. He also convinced most of his teammates to do the same.

When the team arrived at the Arena in St. Louis, their hairstyles were of great interest to the newspaper photographers standing in the concourse. Ballard came in right behind the players, and he was sporting a fresh touch-up in the familiar hue.

As the photographers snapped away, MacLeod asked loudly, “Whose dye job are you getting? Theirs or Harold’s?”

MacLeod’s most famous shot was in Ballard’s obituary. When famous people get on in years, newspapers customarily prepare their obituaries so they will not be scrambling when the person in question passes on. MacLeod was told by his boss at the Star to write one for Ballard, whose health was an issue for the last 10 years of his life.

MacLeod turned in the standard treatment on Ballard, save for the last line. It read, “He was predeceased by his hockey team.”

This quickly became a legend among the media types. Naturally, the line never appeared in Ballard’s obituary when it ran after his death in 1990, but it did appear in MacLeod’s obituary several years later.
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