
  [image: Cover Page of New York Rangers]


  [image: Title Page of New York Rangers]


  © 2007, 2015 by Stan Fischler

  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Sports Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

  Sports Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Sports Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or sportspubbooks@skyhorsepublishing.com.

  Sports Publishing® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

  Visit our website at www.sportspubbooks.com.

  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

  Cover design by Tom Lau

  Cover photo credit AP Images

  ISBN: 978-1-61321-825-9

  Ebook ISBN 978-1-61321-845-7

  Printed in China


  SOME OF MY FAVORITE RANGERS NEVER MADE THE HALL OF FAME NOR THE NHL ALL-STAR TEAM, YET THEY PROVIDED ME WITH THRILLS AND FRIENDSHIP. AT THE VERY TOP OF MY LIST IS ALDO GUIDOLIN, WHOM I MET IN 1954-55 WHEN I WORKED IN THE BLUESHIRTS’ PUBLICITY DEPARTMENT. ALTHOUGH HE ONLY PLAYED A FEW BRIEF SEASONS IN NEW YORK, ALDO AND I BECAME GOOD FRIENDS AND REMAIN SO TO THIS DAY. THE TWO OF US HAVE A LOT IN COMMON. WE LIKE TO LAUGH, WE ENJOY GOOD HOCKEY AND WE NEVER PARTICULARLY CARED FOR COACH PHIL WATSON; AND THAT’S THE UNDERSTATEMENT OF THE HALF-CENTURY.

  TO ALDO, THANKS FOR BEING SUCH A GOOD PAL.

  —STAN FISCHLER
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  And naturally, my wife, Shirley, always was there to help and advise on the project, even as it impinged on family space and time. If any others were omitted—and they probably were—our apologies.
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  At the expense of issuing the traditional bromide—last but not least—a ton of thanks goes to our thoughtful, insightful, and tremendously helpful editor, Julie Ganz, whose patience and fortitude helped make this possible.


  INTRODUCTION

  I went to my first Rangers game at the age of 10 in 1942. The Blackhawks were in town and the rain was coming down in torrents. But my father decided that we would make the trip from our Williamsburg, Brooklyn, home, and so we landed in the ninth row of the side balcony at the old Madison Square Garden, which was located on Eighth Avenue between 49th and 50th Streets.

  Since the old Garden was originally built for boxing, the side balcony literally overhung the ice, and that was no fun for many fans.

  If you sat in any row beyond the second one, you couldn’t see the sideboards directly below or about five feet of ice along the boards.

  But that didn’t curb my enthusiasm, and by the 1946-47 season, I had become a Rangers season ticket holder—only this time in the end balcony, which afforded a great view of the ice.

  As a matter of fact, I still have an original stub of my MSG end balcony seat: October 30, 1949, Section 337, Row F, Seat 6. The ticket cost a dollar and a quarter.

  And I loved every game of it.

  But my real love affair with the Rangers didn’t begin until the 1952-53 season. By that time I was going to Brooklyn College and was looking to get a job in hockey somehow, anyway I could.

  Luckily, the club’s publicist, Herb Goren, had just organized a Rangers Fan Club, which I eagerly joined.

  The club actually became a springboard for my career. Along with RFC members Jerry Weiss and Fred Meier, I started the club newspaper, the Rangers Review. This gave us entree to interview players, the first of whom was Ed Kullman, who Freddie and I cross-examined in his suite at the Belvedere Hotel.

  I worked hard for the fan club, and in 1954, after graduating from college, Goren recognized my potential and hired me as his assistant.

  To this day—more than a half-century later—I can assure you that Herb’s phone call telling me I would be working for the Broadway Blueshirts was one of the greatest thrills of my life.

  Although that 1954-55 edition of the Rangers didn’t make the playoffs, it provided me with enough experience to get a job as a full-time writer with the New York Journal-American, which was then the leading evening newspaper in New York.

  At the time, Dave Anderson was the Rangers beat writer, but when he left for the New York Times in 1954, I moved onto the Rangers beat; and from that time on, my hockey-writing career took off.

  Some sixty-one years later, I’m still intensely involved with The Game, and loving it as much as ever. Thus, it’s no surprise that I was tickled to receive the assignment for a book of this kind. My aim was to capture the great moments and players of the past while blending them with contemporary Rangers history.

  One of the most significant aspects of the book is what I term the “Oral History.” This includes interviews that I had done over the years with Hall of Famers and other significant people involved with the hockey club. And naturally, I have featured profiles of players past and present.

  To sum it up, I have attempted to present as total a picture of the Rangers, their personalities, and their environment—from Day One in 1926 to the present—as possible.

  I hope you enjoy the result.

  —STAN FISCHLER

  June 2015, New York, NY


  
    PAST

    RANGERS
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  A celebration scene in the dressing room at Toronto after the 1940 Stanley Cup win. From the Stan Fischler Collection

  ANDY

  BATHGATE

  1953-1963

  If there is one word that describes Andy Bathgate as both a player and person, that word is class. Like Montreal Canadiens majestic center and captain Jean Beliveau, Bathgate was the penultimate role model for young fans.

  He was the epitome of artistry. He played the game cleanly but was also an excellent fighter when the occasion demanded rough stuff.

  Two episodes among many stand out when one considers Andy Bathgate’s seasons as a Ranger.

  In 1959 Bathgate fired the shot that ripped into Montreal goalie Jacques Plante’s face, causing the netminder to don a mask for the first time in NHL annals. The second episode involved a critical penalty shot taken by Bathgate against Detroit goalie Hank Bassen that helped propel the Rangers into a 1962 playoff berth.

  How good was Bathgate?

  He has been favorably compared to Bill Cook, who is considered the greatest of the early Rangers right wings.

  Bathgate was the consummate performer. He combined the art of stick-handling and shooting to near perfection. His shot, which he endlessly practiced, became so devastating that it was in a class with the mighty blasts of Bobby Hull and Bernie “Boom Boom” Geoffrion, both of whom were his contemporaries.

  Bathgate wasn’t quite as flashy as Hull nor blessed with all-star teammates as Geoffrion was, but he was good enough to win the Hart Trophy as the NHL’s most valuable player in 1959 and was voted to the First All-Star Team at right wing in 1959 and 1962 as well as the Second Team in 1958 and 1963.

  The Bathgate bloc could detail a litany of beauteous plays executed by its hero. One that qualifies among his best was a one-on-one play: Bathgate vs. the Chicago goaltender, Glen Hall.

  
    ANDY BATHGATE

    BORN: Winnipeg, Manitoba Canada; August 28, 1932

    POSITION: Right Wing

    NHL TEAMS: New York Rangers, 1953-63; Toronto Maple Leafs, 1963-65; Detroit Red Wings, 1965-67; Pittsburgh Penguins, 1967-68, 1970-71 Vancouver Canucks (WHL) 1968-70; Vancouver Blazers (WHA), 1974

    AWARDS/HONORS: Hart Memorial Trophy, 1959; NHL First Team All-Star, 1959, 1962; NHL Second Team All-Star, 1958, 1963; NHL All-Star Game, 1957-64; Hockey Hall of Fame, 1978

  

  At the time, Hall, alias Mister Goalie, was the best netminder in the business. On this occasion, Bathgate received a pass directly in front of Hall and slightly to the right of the net. Rather than simply shoot the puck, Andy performed a 180-degree pirouette, appearing at the left side of the cage with the puck still on his stick. Hall remained with Bathgate until Andy completely reversed the move with another pirouette, this time ending up precisely where he had begun. By this time, Hall’s body was so contorted that he was literally unable to move, whereupon Bathgate deposited the rubber in the empty right corner for a goal. It was vintage Bathgate, and a play that few, if any, could duplicate.

  Andy had been tabbed a future big-leaguer when he was still a teenager playing for the Guelph (Ontario) Biltmores in the Ontario Hockey Association’s Junior A division. When Guelph won the Memorial Cup, emblematic of Junior hockey supremacy in Canada, a number of Biltmores were earmarked for the Rangers including Bathgate.

  Under Phil Watson’s coaching, the Rangers made the playoffs three straight years (1955-56, 1956-57, and 1957-58). In March 1958, the club finished second, the highest of any New York club since 1942.

  Bathgate earned acclaim as one of the most threatening shooters in the game. “I worked on my shooting for at least 15 minutes every single day,” Bathgate explained. “To my mind, shooting practice is one of the most overlooked aspects of the game. I see coaches emphasizing skating all the time, but to me, the most important thing is shooting the puck. When you shoot the puck, it’s not how straight it is that counts; it’s the quickness of the release, and that’s what I kept working on when I was a Ranger.”

  Unlike many of his contemporaries, Bathgate was extremely scrupulous about conditioning. “In my entire life, I’ve never had a drink or a cigarette, and it made me feel good as a player. Some nights I’d go out on the ice and I’d know just by looking at the opposition that I was in much better shape than them; and it was to my advantage both physically and mentally.”

  Bathgate was also a cut above the average player in terms of intellect. He was thoughtful and sensitive to the needs of his teammates. When a core of NHL players began laying the groundwork for a union, Bathgate was one of the organizers. He believes that his participation in developing a players’ association inspired the Rangers to deal him to Toronto at the very apex of his popularity as a Blueshirt.

  It was no secret that Bathgate’s success in Toronto would vitally hinge on his relationship with the boss, Punch Imlach. At first, all went well. Imlach was more than pleased with Bathgate’s efforts in February, March, and April 1964. “Andy did,” said Imlach, “exactly what I’d had in mind when I made the deal.”

  The 1964 Toronto Cup win marked the high point in the Bathgate-Imlach relationship. From then on, it was all a decrescendo, marked by bitterness and an eventual trade. The feud came to a head in the spring of 1965, when Montreal eliminated the Maple Leafs in six games of the Stanley Cup semifinals. “He was a different Bathgate from the guy who had said being traded to Toronto was the biggest break of his life,” charged Imlach.

  In no time at all, Imlach traded Bathgate, Billy Harris, and Gary Jarrett to the Red Wings for Marcel Pronovost, Ed Joyal, Larry Jeffrey, Lowell MacDonald, and Autry Erickson. “Frankly,” Bathgate explained, “I didn’t enjoy Punch’s method of training. By my second season in Toronto, I just wasn’t enjoying playing, so I spoke to Punch and I had to give him a reason to get me out of Toronto. So I said something to one of the reporters. Punch overemphasized it, and I wound up in Detroit.”

  Andrew James Bathgate was born August 28, 1932, in Winnipeg, Manitoba. He followed his older brother, Frank, east to play first-class amateur hockey in Ontario.

  As much as anyone, Andy helped develop the hockey renaissance in New York City during the 1950s, and it seemed almost heretical for the Rangers to trade him to Toronto. After his feuds with Imlach, Andy began to lose his touch. He was drafted by the Pittsburgh Penguins when the Steel City sextet entered the NHL in 1967.

  While still displaying flashes of his old brilliance, Andy no longer had the legs to enable him to keep up with the play. He later quit the NHL and competed briefly in Switzerland. When the World Hockey Association planted a franchise in Vancouver, he returned to the ice as a coach, although an eye injury suffered in a home accident in 1973 limited his right-eye vision by 80 percent.

  Nevertheless, Andy returned to the action once more in 1974 with the Vancouver Blazers and was actually a dominant factor for the seven games in which he played, but a contract dispute with management finally inspired him to pack it in once and for all.

  Bathgate returned to Toronto, where he went into the golf business and also became involved with agricultural investments. He never did completely leave the rinks. He soon joined the Toronto edition of the NHL Old-Timers. Late in the summer of 1981, Andy took part in a hockey tourney with members of the six original NHL teams. “He looked like he could have stepped right back into the NHL today,” said tourney director Gerry Patterson, “and been a superstar.”

  Although Bathgate played elsewhere, in the minds of hockey historians, he will remain a Ranger first and foremost—one of the best to ever grace a Blueshirt.

  JEFF

  BEUKEBOOM

  1991-1999

  Rangers fans have always appreciated tough, hard-working defensemen. Names that come to mind include Lou “The Leaper” Fontinato, Ching Johnson, and Muzz Patrick.

  When Jeff Beukeboom arrived on Broadway in 1991, he maintained the tradition.

  A defenseman’s defenseman, Beukeboom was applauded for his hard but clean play. Using his large physique to his advantage, Jeff threatened oncoming forwards with thunderous bodychecks and was appreciated by goaltenders for his emphatic crease-clearing and generally smart play behind the blue line.

  During the Rangers’ 1993-94 Stanley Cup season, Madison Square Garden reverberated with cheers for the history-making Blueshirts. But every once in a while, a lusty “BEUUU!” would sound from the Garden faithful.

  In such instances, however, the fans were actually expressing appreciation for Beukeboom.

  The chant—in this case, a cheer that referenced Jeff’s last name—was heard every time Beukeboom delivered a crushing check or helped kill a penalty. The fans loved their gritty No. 23 and showered him with affection throughout the 1990s—not bad for a player who was just an afterthought at the end of a much bigger trade.

  Beukeboom was born on March 28, 1965, in Ajax, Ontario. As a teenager, he played Junior B hockey in Newmarket, where he totaled a whopping 218 penalty minutes in only 49 games.

  The big guy made a name for himself soon after his start in Junior hockey. The young defenseman joined the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds in Ontario, a club that had recently featured such luminaries as goalie John Vanbiesbrouck and “The Great One” himself, Wayne Gretzky.

  Jeff immediately established himself as a rock on defense, and slowly but surely his game improved enough to gain notice from Edmonton scouts.

  The Oilers chose Beukeboom as the 19th pick of the NHL entry draft in 1983, and the next year he played for Canada at the World Junior Cup.

  Two seasons later, Beukeboom made his debut in professional hockey for the Nova Scotia Oilers of the American League. Given a chance to shine, Beukeboom excelled, playing such stellar defense that he was named to the First All-Star Team. The young defenseman played so well that Edmonton brought him up to dress for one playoff game.

  The next year, Jeff was in the NHL for good and continued to shine at hockey’s highest level. While stars such as Gretzky, Mark Messier, Paul Coffey, and Jari Kurri received the accolades, Beukeboom’s quiet but efficient defending was no less important to the Oilers’ continued success. In three of his first four years—1987, 1988, and 1990—Beukeboom helped Edmonton bring home the Stanley Cup.

  All signs indicated that Beukeboom would have a long career in Edmonton, but economic circumstances dictated otherwise. By the 1991-92 season, the Oilers’ management was ready for a fire sale. Having already dealt Gretzky to the Los Angeles Kings three years earlier, Edmonton now decided to unload its other star, Mark Messier. On October 4, 1991, Messier was headed to Broadway in exchange for Bernie Nicholls, Steven Rice, and Louie DeBrusk. The deal allowed for future considerations on both sides in order to complete the transaction. Five weeks later, the Oilers sent Beukeboom to the Rangers for David Shaw, closing the Messier deal and giving Beukeboom the career break of a lifetime.

  Traded from a franchise in decline to one on the rise, Beukeboom was quickly integrated into the New York backline along with a young Brian Leetch. As soon as he stepped onto the ice at the Garden, Jeff made an indelible impression on Rangers fans. At 6-foot-5, 230 pounds, Beukeboom had the prototypical defenseman’s body, and he put that body to good use. His crashing bodychecks quickly became a Madison Square Garden staple, and the fans grew to love the brawny backliner.

  Over the next two seasons, Beukeboom became the team’s enforcer. He accumulated over 100 penalty minutes in every season with New York, except during the strike-shortened 1994-95 campaign. His physical play meshed perfectly with Leetch’s expert puck-handling, and the two formed a formidable twosome in front of goalie Mike Richter.

  When the Rangers completed their magical run to the Stanley Cup championship in 1994, Beukeboom was a key player. Having won three Cups in Edmonton, Jeff, like Mark Messier, had the playoff experience so many career Rangers lacked. And while the ’94 Cup was Beukeboom’s fourth, it was certainly the most historic.

  
    JEFF BEUKEBOOM

    BORN: Ajax, Ontario, Canada; March 28, 1965

    POSITION: Defenseman

    NHL TEAMS: Edmonton Oilers, 1985-91; New York Rangers, 1991-99

    AWARDS/HONORS: OHL First Team All-Star, 1985

  

  Beukeboom continued his successful play for New York well after the 1994 Cup win, netting a career-high 220 penalty minutes in the 1995-96 season. He made an impression off the ice as well, working for many charities, including the Ice Hockey in Harlem program.

  “We all have an obligation to give something back, especially athletes and others who serve as role models for kids,” said Beukeboom. “It’s extremely important. I was especially lucky to do so much for IHIH, because there I watched kids mature and develop in the sport that I love so much.” For his generosity, Jeff was awarded the Rangers Crumb Bum Award for service to local youth in 1996.

  The sky seemed the limit for Jeff until he was on the wrong end of a sucker punch delivered by Matt Johnson of the Los Angeles Kings in November 1998. Johnson received a 12-game suspension, but the blow effectively ended Beukeboom’s major-league career.

  Though Beukeboom returned after a few games, the injury and his physical style of play left him predisposed to more concussions. After suffering another in February 1999, Jeff began experiencing recurrent headaches, memory loss, nausea, and mental fogginess. Doctors diagnosed it as post-concussion syndrome and ordered him never to play hockey again.

  With that, Beukeboom’s career came to a sudden and sad end. The fallout from the concussion was severe: he continued suffering post-concussion symptoms for two years before finally recovering in 2002.

  Fortunately, after his post-hockey career, Jeff continued helping others and was a frequent visitor to Rangers games at Madison Square Garden, where fans remembered him for what he was—an honest blocker who brought honor to the Rangers uniform.

  FRANK

  BOUCHER

  1926-1938

  Perhaps the saddest aspect of Frank Boucher’s hockey life is that so little of his exploits are remembered today. Among those most synonymous with the Rangers’ success, Boucher ranks in the top rung as both a player and coach.

  One could make the argument that no one surpassed Boucher when it came to combining clean play with artistry on the ice. In that regard, he had no equals.

  As an intuitive hockey mind, Boucher constantly impressed critics with his endless creativity, first as a center for two Stanley Cup teams and then as a coach piloting the Blueshirts to the club’s third Stanley Cup championship in 1940.

  In addition, Boucher was most responsible for revising and modernizing the NHL rulebook during the World War II years, when the league added the center red line to increase scoring.

  Boucher was more than a super-clean stickhandler. He was also a clutch scorer who steered the Rangers to a pair of division titles, three second-place finishes, and four appearances in the Stanley Cup finals as well as the two Stanley Cups. And he was the pivotal force on what many observers regard as the most proficient line in NHL history—Boucher centered for Bill and Bun Cook.

  Among other plays, Boucher and the Cooks invented the drop pass. Right wing Bill would steer a puck carrier to Boucher, who would hook the puck away. Bun would then race down to his wing, where Frank would flip the puck to him. “As soon as he crossed the other team’s blue line,” said Boucher, “he faked a shot, drawing a defenseman to him. Then he left the puck for me, coming in fast behind him.”

  Frank and the Cooks were part of the original Rangers team that made its NHL debut in the 1926-27 season. Previously, he had played professionally with the Ottawa Senators and the Vancouver Maroons.

  When Madison Square Garden decided to add its own team to its original hockey tenant, the New York Americans, Conn Smythe, a Toronto sportsman, was asked to select the talent. Smythe spoke to Bill Cook, who in turn recommended Boucher.

  Boucher only weighed 134 pounds when he met Smythe prior to training camp. At that point, the talent scout anxiously eyed the seemingly frail athlete and then asked Frank how much he weighed. Boucher allowed that he was about 135 pounds.

  [image: image]

  Frank Boucher met with great success as both a player and coach for the Rangers. From the Stan Fischler Collection

  “I paid $15,000 for you” Smythe groaned. “Bill Cook must be crazy.”

  Smythe eventually signed Boucher to a contract but never had a chance to see Boucher grow as a Ranger. Prior to training camp, Smythe had a falling out with the Garden brass and was replaced as Rangers boss by the courtly and insightful Lester Patrick. When the new club convened for training camp at Toronto’s old Ravina Gardens, Patrick called Boucher to him and said, “I’m going to try you at center between Bill and Bunny Cook.”

  Patrick never had cause to change his mind. The unit remained intact in Rangers uniforms for 10 years. Unlike today’s units, who take the ice for one-minute stretches and are then replaced, Boucher and the Cooks worked almost the entire game.

  Frank Boucher was born October 7, 1901, in Ottawa, Ontario. He and his brothers, George, Carroll, Billy, Joe, and Bobby, learned to skate and play hockey on the snow-bordered Rideau Canal. “We played from dawn until dark,” Frank recalled, “and in all kinds of weather, even 40 degrees below zero. It was best after your toes froze; they turned numb and didn’t bother you anymore—until later.”

  It was no accident that Boucher developed a meticulously clean style of play. His idol as a kid was Frank Nighbor, a star with the Ottawa Senators.

  “Nighbor,” said Boucher, “was every young lad’s hero in Ottawa those days. He was a magnificent center who rarely lost his temper and who could hook check and poke check like nobody else.”

  
    FRANK BOUCHER

    BORN: Ottawa, Ontario, Canada; October 7, 1901

    DIED: December 12, 1977

    POSITION: Center

    NHL TEAMS: Ottawa Senators, 1921-22; New York Rangers, 1926-38

    AWARDS/HONORS: Lady Byng Memorial Trophy, 1928-31, 1933-35 (trophy awarded to him in perpetuity, 1935, and second trophy donated); NHL First Team All-Star, 1933-35; NHL Second Team All-Star, 1931; NHL All-Star Game, 1937; Hockey Hall of Fame, 1958

  

  Nighbor’s influence must have found its reflection in the years that followed. Playing at a time when hockey was infinitely more rugged than today’s game, Boucher engaged in only one fight in his 10-year NHL career—in his very first game at Madison Square Garden against the Maroons. Bill Phillips, a square-set, rugged player, singled Frank out and flattened him early in the game. In the third period, he and Phillips tangled again.

  “I had simply too much of him,” said Boucher. “We threw aside our sticks and our gloves and went at each other. The crowd was standing and roaring and he knocked me down, and I got up and knocked him down, and he got up and we grabbed each other and swung wearily. When the referee separated us, he sent us off with major penalties—five minutes each. It was as rough as I ever played.

  “My philosophy always had been that fighting never solved anything—provided you didn’t back down if you had to stand up. I was the one who swung at Phillips. I was the first Ranger ever to get a major penalty. Still, it was my last fight, too.”

  Boucher continued playing until 1938, when he accepted Lester Patrick’s suggestion that he turn to coaching. Patrick gave him control of the New York Rovers, the Rangers’ farm club in the Eastern Hockey League. Frank was an instant success as a coach after playing for 17 years, four with the Vancouver Maroons, one with the Ottawa Senators, and 12 with the Rangers. He had led the Rangers in scoring five seasons and was named to the NHL All-Star Team three times.

  After one year in which he steered the Rovers to a spectacularly successful campaign, Boucher was named coach of the Rangers, succeeding Patrick, who concentrated on managing the club. “The team Lester gave me,” said Boucher, “was the best hockey team I ever saw.”

  In March 1940, Frank’s rookie year as coach, the Rangers won their third Stanley Cup.

  Boucher’s awesome Rangers club was decimated by World War II and plunged to the bottom of the league. During the 1943-44 season, at age 42, Frank brought himself out of retirement and played 15 games.

  His legs were obviously gone, but the creative mind still functioned on the ice, and he managed to produce four goals and 10 assists in 15 games. Although he hadn’t played a game in five years, Frank outscored 19 other players the Rangers had tried that season.

  Boucher eventually succeeded Patrick as Rangers general manager after World War II and kept the position until 1955. Frank’s farm system produced such Hall of Famers as Lorne Worsley, Harry Howell, Andy Bathgate, and Allan Stanley.

  Those who had the good fortune to enjoy Boucher’s skill never forgot his excellent exploits, including Foster Hewitt, long considered the original dean of hockey announcers. During the Team Canada-Soviet All-Stars series of 1972, Hewitt was asked if he had ever seen anything to match the dazzling Russian skaters.

  “There aren’t many people around to remember,” Hewitt told Canadian columnist Trent Frayne, “but the way the Russians play reminds me of the old Rangers, especially the line of Boucher and the Cooks, They were even better than the Russians. When Frank, Bill, and Bunny were on the ice, it always seemed to me they had the puck on a string.”

  Frank Boucher was one of the most magnificent hockey players ever to grace an arena. Fortunately, he spent his entire career as a Ranger.

  NEIL

  COLVILLE

  1935-1949

  Before the United States entered World War II, the Rangers had organized one of the best forward lines in the National Hockey League. It comprised Alex Shibicky and the Colville brothers, Neil and Mac.

  The trio was instrumental in leading the Rangers to the 1940 Stanley Cup championship as well as finishing first in the 1941-42 season.

  Playing the center position, Neil Colville was the balance wheel of the trio, a tall, stately figure who impressed with his skill as much as his size.

  Sportswriters dubbed the trio the “Bread Line,” signifying that the three players were the bread and butter in the success of the New York Rangers in the late 1930s and early 1940s. Everyday folk could relate to the nickname, because people suffering during the Great Depression stood on breadlines to get food to eat.

  Had the war not decimated the Rangers’ lineup more than any NHL team, it is likely that the Colvilles and Shibicky would have emerged as the dominant line in the league.

  Unfortunately, all three enlisted in the Canadian Armed Forces, leaving a gap that the Blueshirts were never able to fill throughout the international conflict.

  It was the hope of Rangers coach Frank Boucher that, at war’s end, the Colville line would regain its pre-war luster and lift the Blueshirts out of the non-playoff morass.

  But it wasn’t to be.

  Both Shibicky and Mac Colville had lost the touch that had propelled them to such heights during the Cup year and thereafter. Each exited the league after a brief flirtation with a comeback.

  Without his brother, Mac, and buddy, Alex, Neil Colville returned with a flourish but in a totally new position.

  Boucher got the bright idea to insert Colville on defense, and Neil immediately adapted to his new role.

  Neil Colville was born on August 4, 1914, in Edmonton, Alberta, and began his minor-league career with the Eastern Hockey League’s Brooklyn Crescents. From Brooklyn, Neil moved up to Philadelphia to play for the American League’s Ramblers. His final pit stop would be on Broadway in a Blueshirts uniform.

  Never the best offensive player on the squad, Neil would always finish in second or third place in the team’s scoring race. Throughout his first five NHL seasons, Colville’s production improved from 28 points to 36, 37, 38, and a career-high 42 in 1940-41.

  During his career, Neil amassed 99 regular-season goals, barely missing the 100-goal plateau. The Edmonton, Alberta, native did not score 20 goals during any season in his career, although he had put the puck behind opposing goaltenders 19 times when the Rangers completed their Stanley Cup–winning 1940 campaign.

  Modest regular-season production would not deter Colville from scoring when the Rangers desperately needed goals in the playoffs. In 1940, for instance, he tied Phil Watson as the team’s postseason leader in points scored with nine in 12 contests.

  In the twilight of his career, Neil enjoyed some of his finest hours due in part to an excellent trade made by Boucher, which brought defenseman Frankie Eddolls to Broadway, where he paired with Colville. It was one of those perfect matches in which their styles blended along with their personalities.

  As a result, Neil earned a spot on the NHL’s Second All-Star Team. Cool, calm, and collected, Colville had a soothing effect on his teammates when the going got rough.

  Thus, it was no surprise that he was named Rangers captain in 1945-46 and retained the “C” through the 1948-49 season.

  
    NEIL COLVILLE

    BORN: Edmonton, Alberta, Canada; August 4, 1914

    DIED: December 26, 1987
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    NHL TEAMS: New York Rangers, 1935-49

    AWARDS/HONORS: NHL Second Team All-Star, 1939-40, 1948; Hockey Hall of Fame, 1967

  

  By then, age had taken its toll, and following the 1948-49 campaign, Neil officially retired.

  When the Rangers went to the Stanley Cup finals with Detroit—losing in double overtime in Game 7—Colville’s former teammate, Lynn Patrick, was the Rangers’ coach.

  But in the summer of 1950, Patrick clashed with the team’s management over a new contract, leaving the team to coach the rival Boston Bruins. Colville seemed a natural to succeed Patrick and was named head coach of the team.

  Patrick’s was a tough act to follow, but Colville’s problems proved to be even larger. A series of injuries and bad luck took its toll on the team and the coach. Because of health problems, Neil decided that it was best that he retire and left the Blueshirts after the 1950-51 season.

  Colville was inducted into the Hockey Hail of Fame in 1967, seven years after his death.

  While Neil cannot be compared to legendary Rangers defensemen such as Brian Leetch and Ching Johnson, he nevertheless distinguished himself on the blue line and as a crackerjack forward.

  Not many Rangers can make that statement!

  BILL

  COOK

  1926-1937

  Contemporary hockey followers hardly know Bill Cook—few have even heard of him—and that’s a crying shame. If he wasn’t the greatest right wing in Rangers history—and many who saw him think he was—Cook certainly ranks right up there.

  Unfortunately, there are precious few observers still around who remember the manner in which Cook delivered sizzling goals, punished foes with bodychecks, and helped the Rangers win their first two Stanley Cups in 1928 and 1933.

  Battle-hardened in World War I, Bill Cook was more than ready to take on the ice wars after turning professional in the early 1920s.

  As opponents would soon learn, Cook’s toughness was matched only by his scoring prowess.

  Though he would eventually establish his greatness as a member of the Rangers, Cook originally caught the attention of hockey experts while playing for the Saskatoon Crescents of the Pacific Coast Hockey Association.

  Upon signing with Lester Patrick’s Broadway Blueshirts, Bill and his younger brother—nicknamed Bun—would become an instant hit on Eighth Avenue.

  The glint-eyed, well-proportioned Bill Cook took the game every bit as seriously as legendary Maurice Richard and fought his foes as grimly as the great Gordie Howe. “He was,” said Frank Boucher, “the finest all-around player in Rangers history.”

  Unfortunately, Cook did not make his National Hockey League debut until he was 30, an age at which other players were retiring. He won the NHL scoring championship in his rookie year and repeated in 1933 at the age of 37!

  A series of unavoidable circumstances delayed Cook’s ascent to the NHL clouds. A farm boy from Kingston, Ontario, his hockey skills were sufficient to earn him a professional invitation by the time he was 20, but duty came first. With the outbreak of World War I, Bill enlisted in the Canadian Army and was assigned to a field artillery unit overseas.

  
    BILL COOK

    BORN: Brantford, Ontario, Canada; October 9, 1896

    DIED: April 6, 1986

    POSITION: Right Wing

    NHL TEAMS: New York Rangers, 1926-37

    AWARDS/HONORS: NHL First Team All-Star, 1931-33; NHL Second Team All-Star, 1934; Art Ross Trophy, 1927, 1933; Hockey Hall of Fame, 1952

  

  Upon returning home, his reward was a soldier’s allotment of land in Saskatchewan. But the life of an agriculturalist was not stimulating enough for him, so Cook resumed his hockey career with Saskatoon of the Western League in 1922. It was fast company—Eddie Shore and Frank Boucher were among other top-flight opponents—and Cook established himself among the best. When Madison Square Garden moguls decided to organize the Rangers and asked Conn Smythe to do the recruiting, Bill and his brother, Bun Cook, were his first choices.

  Cook wasted no time establishing his credentials in the club’s first game. Skating against the champion Montreal Maroons, the Rangers held them to a scoreless tie until Bill and Bunny broke away against Clint Benedict, the Montreal goalie. Bun took the first shot, but Benedict made the save. He retrieved the rebound and tapped the puck to Bill, who flicked the rubber over the fallen goalie.

  As the red light glowed, Benedict crumpled to the ice, momentarily stunned by his crash into the goal post. A short delay was necessary for the netminder to recoup.

  “During this lull,” Boucher remembered, “the crowd stayed on its feet, cheering and clapping for the Cooks and refusing to sit until Benedict returned to finish the period.”

  Bill had scored the winning goal in a match that tickled the fancy of New York hockey fans and instantly gave the Rangers, along with their rivals, the New York Americans, credibility. The Rangers had one advantage, and that was the Cooks-Boucher line, which combined like perfectly meshed gears.

  Although Boucher and Bunny were critical to the line’s success, Bill had the commanding personality and gave the unit a Pattonesque leadership.

  “When the three of us got together to discuss strategy,” said Boucher, “Bill would give the orders. Once, he said, ‘When I want that puck, I’ll yell for it, and you get that damn puck to me when I yell.’

  “On the ice, Bill’s cry was the most amazing half-grunt, half-moan, half-yell that I ever heard. He’d let this weird sound out of him, meaning that he was in the clear.”

  Cook, who was a superior player to brother Bunny, was named to the NHL First All-Star Team in 1931, 1932, and 1933. In any debate over the best forward line in hockey history, the Cooks-Boucher line would, at the very worst, rank among the top three and certainly would obtain votes as the best. Both Bunny and Boucher were good shooters, but Bill’s shot was more potent than his linemates’.

  “Bill didn’t have a bullet shot,” Boucher explained, “or at least not a long bullet shot like the golf-style slap shot Bobby Hull perfected. But he had a very hard wrist shot from close in and could score equally well backhand or forehand.”

  [image: image]

  Bill Cook ranks as one of the greatest right-wingers in New York Rangers history From the Stan Fischler Collection

  Over 11 seasons—at a time when the NHL played a short schedule—Bill scored 229 goals and was a conspicuous contributor to the Rangers’ Stanley Cup wins in 1928 and 1933. The most striking similarity between Cook’s play and Gordie Howe’s was in their aggressive nature. Some journalists referred to the right wing as “Bad Bill,” who had enough episodes to support the nickname.

  The most sinister incident by far involved Cook and Nels Crutchfield, a Montreal Canadiens rookie who had made the jump from McGill University to the NHL. Their fateful collision took place during a playoff game in 1935 after Crutchfield—according to Cook—had committed several fouls without being penalized.

  “Crutchfield was interfering with me throughout the game, and the referee wouldn’t do anything about it,” said Cook. “So I finally caught Crutchfield with the butt end of my stick. Then he hit me right on the bean with his stick. The next thing I saw was a million stars.”

  Crutchfield’s two blows could have killed Cook, but he avoided catastrophe by instinctively deflecting each clout with his arm. “When I finally came around,” said Bill, “all I saw was the stockings of the players who were scrapping. I never saw so many people getting belted on the ice.”

  What Bill didn’t see was his brother, Bunny, leading the Rangers’ charge over the boards. Boucher sensed that Bunny wanted to murder Crutchfield and rather subtly stuck his skate out, tripping Bun a few feet short of his intended victim. “Frank told me,” said Bill, “that he had to stop my brother, or he would have killed Crutchfield.”

  After eight stitches had been embroidered in Bill’s wounds, he returned to the bench. “I was kind of groggy,” he admitted, “but I wanted to finish the game.”

  The Rangers’ doctor outfitted him with a makeshift helmet, and Bill finally took his position on the right side of Boucher. Late in the game, he gained control of the puck and bobbed and weaved his way through the Canadiens’ defense to score the game-winning goal. Bill maintained that the play ranked in his top two greatest thrills in hockey—the other being the winning goal he scored against Toronto in 1933 to provide the Rangers with their second Stanley Cup title.

  The Cooks and Boucher had become popular heroes alongside Babe Ruth and Lou Gehrig in the well-publicized New York sports fraternity. Writing for the New York Sun, journalist Harold C. Burr composed this ditty:

  “Old adages live because they are true:

  If they weren’t they wouldn’t survive.

  But once in a while there are a few That shouldn’t be kept alive.

  In hockey, where speed and grit hold forth,

  Some sayings sound awfully funny.

  ‘Too many cooks spoil the broth.’

  Did you ever meet Bill and Bunny?”

  William Osser Cook was born October 9, 1896, in Brantford, Ontario, and learned the essential hockey skills on the frozen outdoor tracks near his family’s home. The rugged farm life helped steel him for the ice wars ahead and accounted, in part, for Cook’s longevity as a professional. He played regularly for the Rangers until 1938, when he was named player-assistant to Lester Patrick at the age of 41.

  “WHEN I WANT THAT PUCK, I’LL YELL FOR IT, AND YOU GET THAT DAMN PUCK TO ME WHEN I YELL.”

  When a coaching job became available with the Cleveland Barons of the American Hockey League, Bill left the Rangers. In 1951, his old pal, Boucher, who had become Rangers manager, asked Bill to coach the slumping New York sextet. Rangers president General John Reed Kilpatrick hoped that Bill could revive the Rangers, but he couldn’t. He was fired in 1952—the same year he was inducted into the Hockey Hall of Fame—on Kilpatrick’s orders. Bill blamed Boucher, and for three years, they wouldn’t talk until they met one night at a banquet. Bill threw his arms around Boucher’s shoulders and said, “What the hell, Frankie, it’s been too many years. Let’s forget the whole thing.”

  Nobody should forget that Bill Cook was one of the NHL’s definitive right wings.

  BUN

  COOK

  1926-1936

  Ever since its inception, the National Hockey League has been blessed with excellent brother acts. The Chicago Blackhawks featured two Hall of Fame forwards, Max and Doug Bentley, who skated on the same line. More recently, Bobby and Dennis Hull, one of the best one-two combos ever seen, graced the Windy City.

  In some cases—the Hulls are a good example—one brother clearly outshined the other.

  This was also the case with Rangers brothers Bill and Frederick, or Bun, Cook.

  Considered by many to be the finest right wing in Rangers history, Bill outshone his left-wing brother in terms of goals scored, but that in no way detracted from Bun’s major contributions to the team.

  The hard-nosed forward did all the “dirty” work on the line, which included excellent back checking and significant physical work at all ends of the ice.

  Most importantly, Bun was the perfect third gear on a line that meshed better than virtually any other in NHL annals.

  Bill and Bun ideally complemented their artistic, crafty center, Frank Boucher. One could legitimately say that none of the trio could have been successful without the others’ contributions.

  Together, Bill, Bun, and Boucher excelled from the 1926-27 season through the 1935-36 campaign. The three combined to form what was dubbed the “Bread Line,” which today stands as the only Rangers line in which each player has been enshrined in the Hockey Hall of Fame.

  Bun himself was a deft passer who could muck his way into the corners with the best of them. He was an original Ranger, taking part in the franchise’s first 10 seasons from 1926-27 until 1935-36 and playing on two Stanley Cup championship teams.

  Frederick received the nickname Bun—short for Bunny—because he had a habit of making hopping motions like a rabbit on his skates in order to gain momentum.

  The younger brother of Bill and the older brother of Bud Cook (who also played in the NHL), Bun’s influence on the game of hockey is an important one.

  Bun is credited with the creation of two important hockey moves. One is the drop pass. Bun once explained, “I had a dream about the drop pass one night, and at our next practice, I told Frank and Bill about it. They thought I was crazy, but they decided to humor me. By gosh, it worked!

  
    BUN COOK
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    NHL TEAMS: New York Rangers, 1926-36; Boston Bruins 1936-37

    AWARDS/HONORS: NHL Second Team All-Star, 1931; Hockey Hall of Fame, 1995

  

  “I’d cross over from left wing to center as I moved in on defense. I’d fake a shot and leave the puck behind and skate away from it with Frank or Bill picking it up. We got a lot of goals off the crisscross and drop pass.”

  Bun’s other development was the beginning of the slap shot. Bun did not use the move as often as Bernie “Boom Boom” Geoffrion or Bobby Hull, but he used it effectively and with an element of surprise.

  Eight years younger than Bill, Bun was always following in his brother’s footsteps. Bill joined the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds of the Northern Ontario Hockey Association in 1920. The next year, Bun was also on the team. He would eventually win the Allan Cup with the Greyhounds during the 1923-24 season, but by then Bill had moved on to play for the Saskatoon Crescents of the professional Western Canada Hockey League. Again, Bun was not far behind and joined the Crescents in 1924-25.

  This trend was finally broken when the Cook brothers were signed together by then Rangers manager Conn Smythe. In order to buy rights to the duo, the Rangers shelled out $30,000—an investment well worth the price. While Bill put up the better statistics, Bun quietly carved out a niche for himself, playing 433 games in Broadway Blue while scoring 154 goals and 293 points.

  “I HAD A DREAM ABOUT THE DROP PASS ONE NIGHT. AND AT OUR NEXT PRACTICE. I TOLD FRANK AND BILL ABOUT IT. THEY THOUGHT I WAS CRAZY BUT THEY DECIDED TO HUMOR ME. BY GOSH, IT WORKED!”

  Bun had a tremendous influence with the Rangers’ first general manager and coach, Lester Patrick. During the already strange 1928 Stanley Cup finals (the Rangers played all of the games on the road because of the circus) when the Rangers played the Montreal Maroons, Bun, along with Boucher, convinced the 44-year-old Patrick to take over in goal when netminder Lorne Chabot was injured and could not continue playing. Patrick only played that one game, but Bun and the Rangers went on to win the Stanley Cup in only the team’s second year of existence.

  Bun was also a prominent voice in convincing Patrick to sign his youngest son, Lynn, to a contract.

  Bun was still with the Rangers when the team won its second Stanley Cup in 1932-33, but was forced out of the lineup a few seasons later. During the 1935-36 season, he was sent to the sidelines by a recurring throat problem, and his last campaign with the Blueshirts was shortened to only 26 games, a career low for appearances in a season.

  The Boston Bruins picked up Bun for the 1936-37 season. He appeared in 40 games for Boston during this campaign and then retired.

  Bun then moved down to the minor leagues and made a name for himself as a coach in the AHL. First, Bun took a position with the Providence Reds. He spent six campaigns with Providence, winning the Calder Cup twice—including one in his first season behind the bench.

  Then, as he had so many times before, Bun followed Bill and took over for his brother as the coach of the Cleveland Barons, where he spent the next 13 seasons.

  During this time, the Barons failed to make the playoffs as often as the sun forgets to rise—which is to say, never. Bun led the Barons to eight AHL finals appearances, winning the Calder Cup five times.

  Bun Cook was enshrined into the AHL Hall of Fame in 2007 for his magnificent coaching ability. He has more Calder Cup victories than any other coach in history. Bun won this title seven times, shattering the runner-up record of three. He is the most victorious coach in league history with a record of 636-413-122. He is also second in games coached (1,171) and postseason victories (75). According to an AHL announcement when he was inducted in 2007, Bun was “the most prolific coach ever to work an AHL bench.”

  The inventive player is also a member of two other Halls of Fame. He was placed in the International Hockey Hall of Fame in 1966 and the Hockey Hall of Fame in Toronto in 1995, seven years after his death.

  ART

  COULTER

  1935-1942

  President Teddy Roosevelt once coined an expression, “Speak softly and carry a big stick.” That could well have been Art Coulter’s theme when he captained the Rangers to the 1940 Stanley Cup championship.

  A tough hombre if ever there was one, Coulter might have continued starring in the NHL had World War II not intervened.

  Coulter began his career with the Chicago Blackhawks in 1931, moving to Broadway in 1935 when he was signed by Rangers boss Lester Patrick.

  Although he played a solid game, Coulter did not at first seem to be a future Hall of Famer.

  The turnabout came when veteran Ranger Frank Boucher noticed that a problem seemed to exist between Patrick and Coulter.

  “I asked Lester what was wrong between him and Art,” Boucher recalled, “and he said he didn’t seem to be able to get through to him. I suggested that Art, being a man of tall pride, should be made captain of the team. If Lester did this and took Art into his confidence, I was convinced the change would benefit Coulter psychologically.”

  Patrick agreed, and the move seemed to be a tonic to the new Ranger. In no time at all, Coulter became a mountain of strength behind the New York blue line. He was a Second Team All-Star in 1938, 1939 and 1940. Coulter was also a force behind the Rangers’ first-place team in 1941-42, the last time the New Yorkers finished atop the National Hockey League.

  Tall and muscular and without a trace of fat, Coulter was teamed on defense with Lester Patrick’s bruising son, Murray, also known as Muzz. Any forward who attempted to bisect that defense was guaranteed a surplus of black and blue marks.

  As tough as Coulter and Patrick were on the ice, they were sweethearts in civilian clothes. Both enjoyed the good life on Broadway, and Art in particular had a reputation as a free spender.

  During the Great Depression, the Rangers players were to travel in groups of four in taxis. One of them was named “cab captain” and in charge of the fares. Coulter was one of those cab captains.

  One day, after the Rangers had completed a road trip, Patrick invited all his cab captains into his office so that he could review the various receipts that the players were required to obtain from the taxi drivers. Patrick was unmoved as he noted receipts ranging from six to eight dollars, but he did a double take when Coulter handed him a chit that totaled $12.75.

  
    ART COULTER
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  “Art,” Patrick inquired, “why is your bill so much large than the others?” “Well, Lester,” Coulter replied, “you’ve told us that we’re in the big leagues now, so I tip like a big leaguer.” Patrick didn’t bat an eyelash. “That’s very commendable, Art,” he shot back, “but I don’t know if the Rangers can afford big tippers like you.”

  Art chuckled. “Okay, Lester. You have nothing to worry about. I resign my captaincy.”

  According to journalist Eric Whitehead, who wrote The Patricks, Hockey’s Royal Family, Coulter retained the captain’s “C” on his jersey. This permitted Art to play a part in an extraordinary Rangers conference held the night before the Broadway skaters in 1940 annexed the Stanley Cup at Maple Leaf Gardens in Toronto.

  “YOU’VE TOLD US THAT WE’RE IN THE BIG LEAGUES NOW, SO I TIP LIKE A BIG-LEAGUER.”

  Whitehead described it thusly: “The Blues had finished three points behind Boston in the league race, had ousted the Bruins in the first playoff round, and now had the Toronto Maple Leafs down three games to two in the final round. The superb goal-tending of veteran Davey Kerr and a strong defense anchored by Babe Pratt and Ott Heller had been the principal factors in getting the Blues this far, and now a win in the upcoming sixth game in Toronto with the Leafs would wrap it up.”

  Frank Boucher, who had become the Rangers’ coach, invited his players to the beer parlor of the Ford Hotel. While this may have seemed an unusual place for a team meeting, the gregarious Boucher figured it would set a mellow tone during an anxious time.

  “Captain Coulter opened with a toast,” wrote Whitehead, “Coach Boucher responded by raising his ale glass, there was a rousing ‘hear . . . hear . . .’ from the troops, then a reverent silence as the steins were drained. This, oft repeated, was the extent of the team-meeting agenda, laced, of course, with convivial conversation, the odd burst of ribald laughter, and even an occasionally more or less scholarly reference to the upcoming game against the Leafs.”

  Clearly, the psychology worked. “It was,” said Coulter, “a loosener. The team had been playing great hockey and wanted no part of a seventh game in Toronto. The only danger was that of getting a little uptight and pressing too hard.”

  “The next evening,” wrote Whitehead, “everybody was beautifully loose and relaxed as the game started. And at the end of the first period, the Rangers were down 2-0 after fast goals by Syl Apps and Nick Metz. Lester came into the dressing room, sat down on a bench beside goalie Davey Kerr, and said quietly, ‘Well, boys, you’ve had your fun. Now let’s get down to business. I’ve made arrangements for a victory party in the Tudor Room of the Royal York. I’ll see you there. Don’t let me down.’”

  The Rangers rallied to tie the score at 2-2 and then won the deciding game on Bryan Hextall’s shot in sudden-death overtime. Understandably, Hextall captured the attention at that stupendous moment in Rangers history, but the bosses, Patrick and Boucher, understood that the New Yorkers would never have made it that far without the leadership and skill displayed by Coulter.

  Arthur Edmund Coulter was born on May 31, 1909, in Winnipeg, Manitoba. Like so many Rangers, he honed his hockey skills to sharpness on Winnipeg’s outdoor rinks before becoming a professional in 1929.

  The Blackhawks signed him in 1931, and ironically, he teamed with one-time Rangers star, Taffy Abel, on the Windy City’s blue line. The pair starred on Chicago’s first ever Stanley Cup championship team in 1934.

  Upon joining the Rangers, Coulter was nicknamed “the Trapper” because he would talk about fishing and hunting by the hour. When Boucher, as coach, introduced a revolutionary offensive penalty-killing team in 1939, Coulter was the anchorman with forwards Alex Shibicky and Neil and Mac Colville. So effective was the system that, over the course of the season, the Rangers outscored their opponents almost two to one when they were shorthanded.

  “IT WAS A LOOSENER. THE TEAM HAD BEEN PLAYING GREAT HOCKEY AND WANTED NO PART OF A SEVENTH GAME IN TORONTO. THE ONLY DANGER WAS THAT OF GETTING A LITTLE UPTIGHT AND PRESSING TOO HARD.”

  Following the Rangers’ first-place finish in 1942, Coulter enlisted in the U.S. Coast Guard at a time when that branch of service had established a hockey team—the Cutters—at its base in Curtis Bay (near Baltimore), Maryland. A number of experienced hockey professionals, including Frankie Brimsek of the Boston Bruins and Johnny Mariucci of the Chicago Blackhawks, also joined the Cutters sextet, which played in the Eastern Hockey League. Not surprisingly, Coulter was once again at the helm of a championship team; the Cutters finished atop the Eastern League and Art was in vintage form.

  The Coast Guard sextet won two straight U.S. Senior Hockey championships before it was disbanded when the sailors went off to war.

  Coulter retired as an active player at war’s end and eventually moved to Florida. One of the game’s genuinely overshadowed heroes, Coulter was elected to the Hockey Hall of Fame in 1974. Few were better at playing tough on the blue line.

  JOHN

  DAVIDSON

  1975-1983

  Charisma comes in different forms with different athletes—and often has little to do with quality of play.

  Charismatic Rangers such as Alex Kaleta and Gene Carr had little in the way of productivity, yet Blueshirts fans took them into their hearts because of the dazzling manner in which they carried themselves on the ice.

  But a special class of magnetic players blended high-quality play with the ability to win over the fans. John Davidson was one such individual.

  Ever since his Junior hockey days as a teenage prodigy among goaltenders in Calgary, the man they came to call J.D. was intensely eyed by NHL bird-dogs because of his extraordinary puck-stopping potential.

  It was the Rangers’ good fortune to land the Ottawa native after he enjoyed a brief stint with the St. Louis Blues.

  Although he wasn’t an instant hit at Madison Square Garden when he arrived in New York in the mid-1970s, he eventually became a strong fan favorite. By the 1978-79 season, it was clear that Davidson had Hall of Fame potential provided he could steer clear of the injury bug.

  Clearly, John reached his professional apex in the spring of 1979.

  This was the year in which the New York Islanders were—according to many experts—supposed to win the Stanley Cup.

  Fortified with such stars as Bryan Trottier, Denis Potvin, Mike Bossy, and Bill Smith, the Isles appeared to have the ideal formula. But what they didn’t have was John Davidson. The mustachioed Rangers netminder frustrated the Islanders’ assault team time and again as the Blueshirts upset their traditional rival in six playoff games.

  Davidson was the toast of Times Square as the Rangers marched into the final round against the Montreal Canadiens. The series opened at the Forum in Montreal, and lo and behold, Davidson sparked his club to a 4-1 victory.

  
    JOHN DAVIDSON
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  Visions of a Stanley Cup danced in the heads of New York fans, especially after the Rangers jumped to an early lead in Game 2, also at the Forum.

  But the Cup wasn’t to be brought to Broadway after all. Montreal rallied to win the second contest and then swept the series.

  Few realized it at the time, but Davidson—already bedeviled with injuries—would never be the same star again. He played three more seasons before packing away his pads and turning to a pursuit he never would have dreamed of during his playing days: broadcasting. But we’ll get to that in a moment.

  The fifth overall draft pick—selected behind Denis Potvin, Tom Lysiak, Dennis Ververgaert, and Lanny McDonald—by the St. Louis Blues in 1973, Davidson, at the tender age of 20, became the first goaltender in history to make the National Hockey League straight from the Junior ranks.

  While growing up in Canada, Davidson competed for Calgary of the WCHL and Lethbridge of the AJHL, playing left wing until he was moved to goaltender at the age of 16.

  In 1975, Davidson was traded to the Rangers along with Bill Collins as the Blueshirts shipped Ted Irvine, Bert Wilson, and Jerry Butler to St. Louis. It was a fortuitous trade for New York. Davidson played 56 games in his first season as a Ranger but was not in the spotlight as much as he would be at the start of the 1978-79 season under coach Fred Shero.

  He had matured as a goalie by that time, and fans would frequently rock the Garden with chants of “J-D, J-D.”

  Although he finished the season with 20 wins, 15 losses, and four ties, the black cloud of injury hovered over his career even then.

  Injuries notwithstanding, Shero had faith in Davidson and announced that no matter what, Davidson was his number-one goalie. John came back a few weeks prior to the 1979 playoffs and looked simply dreadful. But then, as if by magic, the playoffs began and Davidson delivered the goaltending performance of his lifetime.

  In the preliminary round, J.D. held Los Angeles to two goals over the series as the Rangers moved on to face Philadelphia. Again J.D. was strong, recording a shutout and allowing only eight goals as the Rangers moved on in five games.

OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-BoldIt.otf


OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
NEW YORK

RANGE

STAN FISCHLER

jos KetLEneR

DAVID PERLMUTTER

RS





OEBPS/Images/viii-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/1-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/8-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/15-1.jpg





OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-It.otf


OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
NENMORAIRANCERS

G. Q Stan Fischler






