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Introduction

Winter 2010

“That’s the famous dryer you used to shoot at all the time?” Max Talbot asked.

He and Pittsburgh Penguins teammate Sidney Crosby were filming a commercial for Reebok’s Speedwick Performance Tees in the basement of Sid’s Cole Harbour, Nova Scotia home. Before them sat arguably the world’s most famous appliance—the Whirlpool dryer that helped Crosby hone his shot as a kid.

Contrary to popular myth, Sid wasn’t actually trying to shoot pucks into the dryer. Rather, he was aiming for a net that, due to logistics, was situated in front of the dryer, albeit slightly off to the side. The appliance merely served as a type of end boards when shots went awry, which they often did.

In this case, it wasn’t Crosby’s real basement, either, but an exact replica constructed by Reebok expressly for the commercial. Nor was it the actual dryer. The appliance—replete with dents, smudges, pockmarks, and dings—resides at the Nova Scotia Sport Hall of Fame in Halifax as part of the Sidney Crosby exhibit.

Still, the recreation was most convincing.

“I felt like I was back home for four hours,” Sid told Kevin Allen of USA Today.

Cue the commercial. In Sid vs. Max Round I—which aired during the Winter Classic on New Year’s Day 2010—Crosby challenged Talbot to a shootout.

“First to nine?” Sid suggested.

“You’re goin’ down,” Max chirped.

Pucks began to fly. Talbot grabbed a quick 3–1 lead. Then Sid found the range. Hazel eyes gleaming with the intensity that spooked rival goalies, Crosby pumped shot after shot into the belly of the dryer to best his voluble buddy, 9–4.

Talbot couldn’t resist a good-natured poke.

“How many goals you got in Game 7?” he teased, referring to the 2009 Stanley Cup Final.

Before Sid could reply, Max pointed proudly to his chest and gloated, “I got two.”

“You’re in my basement now,” Crosby countered.

***

Following years of mediocrity, heartbreak, financial collapse, and failure, the Pittsburgh Penguins rose from the ashes on the wings of the incomparable Mario Lemieux to win back-to-back Stanley Cups in 1991 and 1992.

Thanks to the bold moves of Hall of Fame general manager Craig Patrick and his immediate predecessors, the Penguins’ roster read like a hockey version of Who’s Who. Indeed, the black and gold boasted no fewer than seven Hall of Famers, including Paul Coffey, Ron Francis, Joe Mullen, Larry Murphy, Mark Recchi, Bryan Trottier, and, of course, nombre soixante-six. Not to mention megastars Jaromir Jagr and Kevin Stevens, arguably the premier power forward of his day.

Even the grinders were special. Bob Errey and Troy Loney later served as captains for San Jose and Anaheim. Swashbuckling Phil Bourque was a two-time 20-goal man.

Stacked with quality players, the 1992 champions were especially dominant, closing out their run to the Cup with 11 straight postseason wins.

“As great as our teams were in Montreal we never won 11 straight,” noted Hall of Fame coach Scotty Bowman.

In 1992–93, Bowman’s Pens piled up 56 wins and 119 points—still franchise records—to capture the Presidents’ Trophy, spurring talk of a dynasty, one that might rival the great Islanders and Oilers teams of the 1980s.

Stevens was a believer.

“This is by far the best team we’ve had in Pittsburgh,” offered the burly winger in his trademark Boston brogue. “It’s a confident team, it’s got great leaders, and it’s got 25 guys pretty much on the same page. It’s just a great team to play for. I don’t know how we got this good.”

Lemieux echoed his friend’s sentiments.

“This is the best team I ever played with,” he said. “We have three lines that can score a lot of goals, a lot of guys who can put the puck in the net. … It’s pretty tough to find, guys who score 30, 40, 50 goals, which we have on every line.”

Mario wasn’t exaggerating. The Pens’ captain scored 69 goals—sandwiched around a two-month layoff due to radiation treatment for Hodgkin’s disease. Stevens notched 55 goals, seven more than linemate Rick Tocchet. Jagr and Mullen each topped 30 goals. Speedy rookie Shawn McEachern scored 28. Francis and Murphy tallied 20-plus.

Toss in Tom Barrasso, a tower of strength in goal, and an underrated defense led by Murphy and the unsweetened Swedes, Ulf and Kjell Samuelsson, and you had a juggernaut.

Who would stop them? Certainly not New Jersey, their first-round playoff opponent. The Pens throttled the poor Devils by a combined score of 13–3 in Games 1 and 2 en route to a leisurely five-game conquest. Along the way, they won their 14th consecutive playoff game, an NHL record that still stands.

Then the Islanders rolled into town. Playing David to the Penguins’ Goliath, Al Arbour’s crew split the first six games of the series. Powered by young legs, an unshakable spirit, and a heroic 42-save effort by Glenn Healy, the upstarts from Long Island withstood a furious black-and-gold rally at the Civic Arena in Game 7 to prevail on David Volek’s crushing overtime tally.

Shocking as the defeat was, it was viewed as a temporary setback. Featuring essentially the same All-Star cast—plus heavyweight defenseman Marty McSorley—the 1993–94 Pens were a cinch to bounce back.

“After a one-year interruption, the Pittsburgh Penguins figure to hoist the Stanley Cup again,” predicted Jon Scher in his preseason review in Sports Illustrated. Most experts agreed.

Come playoff time, it was Washington that did the bouncing. The Caps delivered a stunning first-round knockout.

The 1994–95 Pens made it to the second round before bowing to New Jersey, the eventual Cup champs. Buoyed by an infusion of new blood and Lemieux’s triumphant return following a one-year absence, the locals returned to the conference final in 1996, only to be obstructed into submission by trap-happy Florida. The next season they again were ousted in the opening round, this time by Eric Lindros and the hated Flyers.

Mario retired. Owners Howard Baldwin and Roger Marino soon declared bankruptcy. The would-be dynasty dissolved.

“You never know when or even if you’re going to get back to the Final,” Francis recalled years later, still feeling the sting. “Look at our ’93 team. That was our best team and we didn’t win the Cup. You just never know.”

***

In Sid vs. Max Round II, Crosby lined up nine pucks on the far side of the basement floor for a rapid-fire drill. He buried all but one.

“Wow,” Talbot marveled. “Eight-for-nine.”

After missing his first attempt, Sid’s overmatched teammate accidentally closed the dryer door with his second shot. Like so many pucks clanking off the iron during an NHL game, Max’s remaining shots banged off the door or struck the front face of the appliance.

Awarded a mulligan by his gracious host, Talbot bagged seven on his second go ‘round to regain some swagger.

Max challenged Sid to overtime, five pucks each this time.

Crosby let his guest go first. Talbot converted two of five shots before tossing his stick away in competitive disgust.

“I hate this game,” he moaned. “It’s unfair. It’s your basement.”

Unperturbed, Crosby carefully reset the disks in a line. Then, in a hair-trigger blur of precision … wham … wham … wham … wham … wham.

Five shots. Five goals.

The future of the Penguins was bright, indeed.


Part I

Bylsmagic


Chapter 1—The Next Dynasty

Spring 2009

The atmosphere in downtown Pittsburgh on the bright, cloudless Monday was electric. Hundreds of thousands of hockey fans lined the sidewalks along the parade route and hung from the open windows of office buildings to cheer their heroes.

Eager to return the affection, players and luminaries smiled and waved as the seemingly endless procession of vehicles crept along Grant Street. Sensing an opportunity to get up close and personal Bill Guerin, Jordan Staal, and Max Talbot hopped from their cars to exchange greetings, handshakes, and high-fives with the adoring throng.

There was plenty of reason to celebrate. Following a seventeen-year wait, the Stanley Cup had, at long last, returned to the Steel City.

Seventy-two hours earlier, on the evening of June 12, 2009, the underdog Penguins had toppled hockey’s reigning superpower, the Detroit Red Wings, in a thrilling Game 7.

The triumph signaled a changing of the NHL guard. Out with the old, in with the new. Indeed, boasting a dynamic young core of Sidney Crosby, Evgeni “Geno” Malkin, and acrobatic goalie Marc-Andre Fleury, the Pens looked every bit a sure-fire dynasty in the making.

Even veteran hockey people thought so.

“This team is set up for a great future,” said Guerin. “These guys are all in their early twenties.”

Senior advisor Eddie Johnston, who’d backstopped two Stanley Cup winners in Boston, agreed.

“We could have clubs for the next eight or nine years like this,” he said.

The ride to the top of the hockey world was anything but smooth.

Following a trip to the Stanley Cup Final the previous spring, the team had gotten off to a quick start in 2008–09. Powered by two goals from the towheaded Staal, the Pens capped a six-game winning streak with an impressive 5–2 victory over Buffalo on November 15.

The instant the team reached the top of the Atlantic Division, it all came crashing down. Thinned by the offseason departures of scoring ace Marian Hossa and power forward Ryan Malone—not to mention Sergei Gonchar’s prolonged absence due to a dislocated shoulder—the Pens began to struggle. After bobbing along like a cork amidst the sea, the black and gold dropped five in a row over the holidays.

For the first time since replacing Ed Olczyk in December 2005, coach Michel Therrien seemed at a loss. He shuffled line combinations at a frenetic pace in hopes of striking a winning formula, with little effect. The slide continued.

Nobody was happy—not management, not the fans, and not the players. Certainly not Crosby. The twenty-one-year-old superstar walked around with a toque pulled down near his eyes.

You could cut the tension with a knife.

“Guys just weren’t having fun,” Talbot recalled. “It was like no one wanted to come to the rink.”

Therrien sat squarely atop the hot seat.

Through equal parts discipline, instruction, and grinding repetition, the detail-oriented coach had helped drag the Penguins from the mire of the early 2000s and set them on a winning course.

“When you’re in last place, there is a reason,” he explained. “And if you want to have some success, we had to change everything—the attitude, work ethic and commitment—because we were going the wrong way. Pretty simple.”

Needless to say, Therrien wasn’t afraid to ruffle feathers…or turn up the heat. Displeased with his team’s sorry showing, “Iron Mike” burned an early timeout minutes into his second game behind the Pens’ bench and ripped into his charges. He famously lit into the team again following a lackluster 3–1 loss to Edmonton on January 10, 2006.

“It’s a pathetic performance,” Therrien fumed. “Half of the team doesn’t care. That defensive squad—I am really starting to believe their goal is to be the worst defensive squad in the league … They turn the puck over. They have no vision. They are soft. I have never seen a bunch of defensemen as soft as this.”

His players got the message. They began to compete—and improve.

Therrien did such a remarkable job of transforming a losing culture, then-president and CEO Ken Sawyer insisted he be retained when Ray Shero was hired as general manager in the summer of 2006.

It didn’t hurt to preside over a youthful, gifted core. After faltering badly at the draft table in the late 1990s, Shero’s predecessor, Craig Patrick, had unearthed first-round gems Fleury, Malkin, Brooks Orpik, and Ryan Whitney. They were augmented by late-round plums such as Tyler Kennedy, Kris Letang, and the beloved Talbot, not to mention the “Pittsburgh Kid,” Malone, and defensive stalwart Rob Scuderi.

Then came that fateful June day in 2005 and a chance to win the draft rights to Rimouski phenom Sidney Crosby, perhaps the most coveted player to emerge from the Canadian junior ranks since Mario Lemieux.

Seeking divine intervention, Patrick visited St. Patrick’s Cathedral in New York City the day of the draft lottery and toted a four-leaf clover to the league offices. Miraculously, one of three balls adorned with the skating Penguins logo entered the tube.

“It’s a very lucky day,” the Hall of Fame GM said. “To be able to add someone of Sidney’s talent, my mind goes round and round with possibilities.”

While Crosby blossomed, becoming the youngest player in NHL history to tally 100 points and the youngest to win a scoring title, the Pens showed steady improvement. In 2006–07 they leapt a stunning 47 points to earn a playoff berth for the first time in six years. Hailed for his outstanding work behind the bench, Therrien was nominated for the Jack Adams Award.

The following season the team shook off midseason injuries to Crosby, Fleury, and hard-rock Gary Roberts to capture the Atlantic Division crown and reach the Stanley Cup Final. Although the Pens dropped a disappointing six-game set to Detroit, it was viewed as a temporary setback for a team destined to achieve greatness.

Shero certainly thought so. Pleased with Therrien’s performance, he signed the forty-four-year-old taskmaster to a three-year extension on July 18, 2008.

“Michel has done a tremendous job with our team over the past two-and-a-half seasons, developing our young players while leading us to division and conference championships and the Stanley Cup Final,” Shero said.

***

The heady days of summer long past, the Penguins reached their nadir at Maple Leaf Gardens on Valentine’s Day 2009. After jumping to a quick 2–0 lead, the club slowed to a standstill while Toronto buried six unanswered goals—including five in the third period—behind a beleaguered Fleury.

“We just fell apart,” Crosby glumly noted.

Something had to be done. The Pens were five points behind in the Eastern Conference playoff chase and fading fast.

Shero weighed his options. Then he did the unthinkable. He dismissed Therrien.

“I didn’t like the direction the team was headed,” he explained. “I’ve watched for a number of weeks and, at the end of the day, the direction is not what I wanted to have here. I wasn’t comfortable, and that’s why the change was made.”

Shero summoned Dan Bylsma from the Pens’ AHL affiliate in Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. In the midst of his first season as a professional head coach, Bylsma had guided the Baby Pens to an impressive 35–16–3 record.

Initially hired on an interim basis, the 38-year-old Bowling Green grad and former NHL forward was a breath of fresh air. Bright and personable, he was wholly optimistic about the team’s chances.

“With the strengths we have, we should be able to go into buildings and make teams deal with the quality of players we have at every position,” Bylsma said.

Recognizing the Penguins’ need to play on their toes instead of their heels, he loosened the restraining bolts that had been cinched so tightly under Therrien.

The Pens responded big time. After dropping their first game under Bylsma—a shootout loss to the Islanders—they ripped through the homestretch at an incendiary 18–3–3 clip. The interim tag was removed.

Shero did his part, too. Initially thrown for a loop by Hossa’s surprising defection, he set about the task of finding a fresh set of wingers for Crosby. On February 26, he acquired Chris Kunitz from Anaheim for Whitney, who’d regressed following a pair of strong seasons. A week later Shero pried Guerin loose from the Islanders for a third-round pick in the entry draft. Gritty forward Craig Adams was plucked off the waiver wire.

The newcomers had something in common. Each had his name engraved on the Stanley Cup.

They proved to be a perfect fit. An undrafted free agent out of Ferris State, the peppery Kunitz meshed seamlessly with Sid, collecting five points in his first three games and a dozen in his first ten.

Having languished on a bad Islanders team, Guerin also sprang to life. In only his second game wearing the black and gold, he beat goalie Jose Theodore with a beautiful toe drag to pace a 4–3 shootout victory over Washington.

The seventeen-year vet made his presence felt in other ways, too. He took to ribbing Crosby and playing pranks on his new teammates, which helped to loosen up the locker room. It didn’t hurt that Gonchar had returned, productive as ever, in time for the stretch run.

“His calmness rubs off on everybody,” Crosby said. “It helps guys to settle down sometimes. He’s got that quiet confidence. His game speaks pretty loud, but just the way he handles himself, that’s contagious, too.”

With “Sarge” and “Billy G” assuming leadership roles, the kids were able to relax and concentrate on hockey. After scoring two goals in Game 6 to vanquish the Flyers in the opening round, Crosby put on a show against the Capitals in the Eastern Conference Semifinals. Going head to head against archrival Alex Ovechkin, Sid scored eight huge goals, including a hat trick in Game 2, and two more tallies in the Pens’ pivotal 6–2 triumph in Game 7.

“The way Crosby played in this series, they should build a monument to him,” rued Caps forward Alexander Semin, who had offered an unflattering view of Sid’s abilities to Sovetsky Sport the previous summer.

Semin’s countryman, Malkin, took charge in the conference final. The rangy Russian struck for six goals—including a Game 2 hat trick of his own—to pace a four-game sweep of overmatched Carolina. In his signature play of the series, No. 71 circled the net and whipped a stunning, no-look backhander over the shoulder of Hurricanes goalie Cam Ward.

“The ‘Geno’ is out of the bottle,” quipped hockey analyst Brian Engblom.

Malkin paced all Penguins with eight points in the Final to garner the Conn Smythe Trophy, awarded to the postseason MVP.

“He told us before the playoffs that he was going to lead us to the Stanley Cup,” Guerin said. “He’s an amazing competitor, an amazing player.”

Still, it took a grinder to carry the biggest stick of all. When Crosby sustained a knee injury in the deciding Game 7, Talbot took charge.

The son of a construction worker, “Mad Max” had once tallied 104 points in junior hockey. Although hardly a star at the big-league level, he possessed underrated skills and an uncanny knack for rising to the occasion. During the opening-round series against Philadelphia, the gritty forward fought former teammate and NHL penalty king Daniel Carcillo to sway the momentum in a pivotal Game 6. Dispatched in a crucial situation against Detroit the previous spring, he’d scored with 35 seconds left to send a must-win Game 5 to overtime.

Grabbing the spotlight on hockey’s biggest stage, Talbot scored both Penguins goals. While Max carried the offense, his good friend Fleury literally saved the day with a diving stop on Red Wings captain Nicklas Lidstrom in the waning seconds.

“We have a great core for the next couple of years and I see great things for this team going forward,” gushed Talbot from a jubilant Penguins locker room following the game.


Chapter 2—Trapped

2009–10 Regular Season and Playoffs

Determined to affirm their status as a dynasty-in-the-making, the Penguins blazed from the 2009–10 starting gate at a 12–3 clip. Powered by Sidney Crosby, who tallied nine goals in October, the club evoked memories of the fabled 1992–93 squad that racked up 119 points and captured the Presidents’ Trophy.

With a stunning 30–6–4 mark in his first 40 regular-season games, coach Dan Bylsma continued to elicit the highest praise for his Svengali-like work behind the bench.

“He’s a great coach,” Jordan Staal said. “He’s real energetic, real outgoing, easy to talk to, and he’s got a drive to win.”

“He brings an enthusiasm to the rink, and something new every day,” added rookie Dustin Jeffrey. “When you see a guy who’s genuinely excited to be here every day to teach us, to be on the ice with us, I think it’s contagious.”

That included a liberal dose of fun. Expanding on his custom of closing every practice with a shootout competition, the thirty-nine-year-old skipper instituted a ritual called “Mustache Boy.” The loser of the first shootout drill of each month had to grow a mustache and keep it for the entire month, or face a $500 fine. Only Bill Guerin, who served as de facto play-by-play announcer, was immune.

With several players barely out of their teens, the results often were comical.

“Even my family was laughing at me,” bemoaned twenty-four-year-old defenseman Alex Goligoski, Mustache Boy for November. Despite his obvious disdain for the caterpillar adorning his upper lip, “Go-Go” fully understood the team-building benefits.

“We’re like a family,” he confided to Sean Conboy in a feature for Pittsburgh Magazine.

Alas, the “Bylsmagic” soon wore off. Sans injured stars Sergei Gonchar and Evgeni Malkin and shorn of shutdown defensemen Hal Gill and Rob Scuderi, who signed with other clubs, the Penguins lost four in a row in early November. After righting the ship with a five-game winning streak in mid-December, the club dropped five straight entering the New Year.

“We can’t start second-guessing or make excuses,” Crosby said following a particularly onerous 6–2 loss to Florida on January 3. “We have to work through it.”

***

Just past the seven-minute mark of overtime, Canada’s favorite son scooped up a short outlet pass and turned on the jets. With the eyes of a nation glued to his every move, Crosby flashed through the neutral zone and split four defenders in a desperate, kamikaze burst.

Confronted by defensemen Brian Rafalski and Ryan Suter as he crossed the United States’ blue line, No. 87 flung the puck on goal. Goalie Ryan Miller coolly steered it to the corner.

Crosby never quit. Adrenaline pumping, he retrieved the loose puck and skated to the half-boards, where he momentarily lost control after sideswiping referee Bill McCreary. Noticing Jarome Iginla down low, he poked the rubber to his linemate.

Sid spied an opening.

“Iggy!”

In a fraction the puck was on his stick. A nanosecond later it squirted between Miller’s pads and hit the back of the net. Canada Hockey Place erupted. An entire Dominion exulted.

In a display of the purest joy, Crosby shed his stick and gloves and drifted toward the far corner. Drew Doughty and Scott Niedermayer raced to embrace him. Soon Sid was buried beneath an undulating tide of red and white.

On an unseasonably warm Sunday afternoon in Vancouver on the last day of February, the Cole Harbour kid with the Midas touch had won Olympic gold for his homeland.

A week earlier, the Canadians had suffered the double indignity of being forced to qualify for the medal round after being trounced by the very same United States squad, in their own backyard, to boot.

Thanks to Sid, all was forgiven. A grateful nation rejoiced. His teammates paid homage.

“He’s a tremendous leader,” said Jonathan Toews. “He’s accomplished so much in his young career.”

“It’s just fitting, I think, that Sid would get it,” Canada goalie Roberto Luongo said, eyes misting. “I couldn’t think of anyone better.”

Indeed, Crosby’s dramatic performance on an international stage was nothing less than a coronation. He was poised to succeed giants such as Maurice Richard, Gordie Howe, Bobby Orr, Wayne Gretzky, and Mario Lemieux on Canada’s hockey throne.

“He’s a special, special guy,” said Hockey Canada executive director and former NHL great Steve Yzerman. “Kind of like Gretzky.”

***

While Crosby was leading Canada to Olympic glory, fellow superstar Malkin labored in the shadows. Although Geno paced Russia with three goals and three assists for the tournament, his team lost in blowout fashion to Sid’s Canadians on February 24, dashing any hopes for a medal.

It had been a difficult regular season as well. After missing two weeks with a shoulder injury in November, the reigning Art Ross Trophy winner struggled to score at his customary clip. Malkin exploded for a hat trick against Ottawa on December 23—then failed to find the net in his next 10 games—equaling the longest drought of his career.

Unlike Sid, who was blessed with productive wingers Guerin and Chris Kunitz, Geno didn’t have much help. Indeed, the Malkin-Ruslan Fedotenko-Max Talbot combo that clicked the previous spring had fizzled, big time.

Fully aware that an upgrade was needed, Pens GM Ray Shero sprang to action. On March 2, he shipped prospect Luca Caputi and spare defenseman Martin Skoula to Toronto for Alexei Ponikarovsky.

Dubbed the “Poni Express,” the hulking left wing was a solid two-way player who’d topped the 20-goal mark three times with the Maple Leafs, including a career-best 23 in 2008–09. The Kiev native also speaks fluent Russian.

“He has size and he has a scoring touch,” Shero told the media following the trade. “He is very good down low in the offensive zone. He likes to go to the net. I think the way Sid and Geno like to play, they have good speed and they like to drive guys, he likes to go to the net too. He should be a good complementary player for us.”

Initially, the trade provided a spark. In his black-and-gold debut against Dallas on March 6, Ponikarovsky dished out four hits and scored on the power play—his 20th goal of the season. The Pens won four straight.

Alas, Poni would soon turn from thoroughbred to plow house. With Malkin sidelined again, this time with a foot injury, the big winger tallied only one more regular-season goal. By the end of the playoffs he was a healthy scratch. Malkin, meanwhile, finished with 77 points—36 shy of his league-leading total in 2008–09.

The Pens sagged as well, going 7–6–3 down the homestretch. Although they registered 101 points and contended for the Atlantic Division crown until the bitter end, it was due mainly to their supernatural start.

“We haven’t really been playing like we should for a long time,” noted Staal.

***

Seeking to regain their mojo for another run at the Cup, the defending champs knocked off Ottawa in six games to open the playoffs.

The relatively easy conquest fueled hopes for a repeat. Then the Pens ran headlong into a trap. Although modestly talented, especially by lofty “Flying Frenchmen” standards, the Montreal Canadiens had eliminated Alex Ovechkin and the Capitals—runaway Presidents’ Trophy winners—in a stunning first-round upset.

Game 1 went according to the Penguins’ plan. Thanks to four power-play goals, the locals chased Habs goalie Jaroslav Halak and rolled to a deceptively easy 6–3 win.

However, the victory came with a heavy price. Staal, arguably the Pens’ best two-way player, suffered a severed tendon in his right foot during a collision with Montreal rookie P.K. Subban. His loss would have a telling effect as the series progressed.

Employing the lane-clogging, box defense masterminded by coach Jacques Martin, Montreal turned the tables and dumped the Pens, 3–1, in Game 2. Beating the Canadiens at their own game, the Penguins took two of the next three, each in low-scoring fashion.

Although the Pens were up 3 games to 2, Montreal’s smothering style was taking a toll, especially on Crosby. Hounded by Canadiens checkers Scott Gomez and Dominic Moore and frustrated by former teammate Gill, who blanketed an entire side of the ice with his Pterodactyl wingspan, “Super Sid” was held to a lone assist in Games 2–5 after piling up 16 points through his first seven playoff games. Malkin, likewise, cooled after a hot start to the postseason.

Fatigue was another factor. Having reached the Stanley Cup Final the previous two seasons, the Pens appeared to be wilting at precisely the wrong time.

Prior to Game 6, Mike Rupp sounded an alarm.

“We don’t want to go to a one-game series against these guys,” warned the rugged Penguins winger. “They’re a good team, and they’re playing really well against us.”

Riding a two-goal effort from speedy Mike Cammalleri and a clutch third-period tally by Maxim Lapierre, the Canadiens overcame a bounceback two-point night from Crosby to beat the Pens, 4–3.

Rupp’s worst nightmare had come true.

Determined to set a physical tone and lead by example, Crosby drew a bead on Josh Gorges on the opening shift of Game 7. Gathering a full head of steam, he rammed the Montreal defenseman into the end boards. Gorges, who had his back to Sid, didn’t see him coming.

Referee Dan O’Halloran raised an arm.

“I was stunned,” said the Pens’ captain. “I don’t know how that’s a penalty 10 seconds into the game.”

While Sid watched helplessly from the penalty box, Brian Gionta beat Marc-Andre Fleury on a deflection 22 seconds later. Moore soon made it 2–0. Cammalleri tallied his playoff-leading 12th goal early in the second period. Then Travis Moen blew past Gonchar, Kunitz, and Kris Letang to score a spectacular shorthanded goal.

“The Penguins have fallen asleep,” lamented announcer Paul Steigerwald.

Shocked into action, the Pens scored twice before the second intermission.

It proved to be a last gasp. Halak made 18 saves in the final period to seal a 5–2 victory. The underdog Canadiens had dethroned the defending champs.

“It stings a lot,” said Talbot, hero of the 2009 Final. “It’s pretty tough. You come into this game…you’re not thinking about losing this game. It’s something tough to take right now. It’s never fun to lose.”

The defeat marked the end of a significant era in Penguins history. It was the final game played at venerable Mellon Arena, the beloved “Igloo” that had served as the team’s home since its inception. The Pens would shortly pack their bags and move across Centre Avenue to their brand-new $321 million facility, Consol Energy Center.

Management was moving forward, too. Months later, Shero received a five-year contract extension and a ringing endorsement from his superiors.

“This was an easy decision,” said Lemieux and co-owner Ron Burkle in a joint statement. “Ray has done a tremendous job with our hockey operation—not only leading us to the Stanley Cup in 2009 but also building a team that can continue to compete for the Cup year after year.”


Chapter 3—Catastrophe at the Classic

2010–11 Regular Season

It was a brand-new season and the Pittsburgh Penguins were on a roll.

Flourishing in their sparkling new state-of-the-art digs, Dan Bylsma’s crew could do no wrong. Starting in mid-November, the Pens reeled off a 12-game winning streak. In the six weeks leading up to the 2011 NHL Winter Classic—slated for New Year’s Day at Heinz Field—the black and gold went a white-hot 18–3–2.

Leading the charge was Sidney Crosby.

At the callow age of twenty-three, Crosby had ascended to the very pinnacle of his sport. He’d won a Stanley Cup with the Penguins and Olympic gold for his nation. He was the youngest scoring champion in the history of any major North American sport and the youngest NHL player to be named team captain.

There hardly was an honor or plaudit he hadn’t won. Indeed, Crosby had garnered three of hockey’s holiest individual grails—the Hart Trophy, Art Ross Trophy, and Ted Lindsay Award. As an eighteen-year-old phenom, he’d made the NHL All-Rookie Team. The very next season, he’d been named a First Team NHL All-Star. Three years later, he was voted a Second Team NHL All-Star.

In 2009–10, Sid switched to a composite stick and struck for a career-high 51 goals to earn a share of the Maurice Richard Trophy. He improved in the faceoff circle, too, winning 56 percent of his draws.

“This is the measure of Crosby,” wrote Michael Farber of Sports Illustrated. “He takes a flaw and burnishes it until it gleams.”

He’d hardly tasted defeat, it seemed, until the 2010 playoffs. Crosby took the loss as a personal affront. Obsessed with leading his team back to the promised land, No. 87 was lighting up scoreboards around the league. His numbers—32 goals and 65 points in only 39 games—were positively Lemieux-esque.

No one was close to matching him. Tampa Bay sniper Steven Stamkos, Sid’s nearest rival, was nine points behind. Defending scoring champ Henrik Sedin lagged 16 points to the rear. Bitter adversary Alex Ovechkin trailed the Pens’ wunderkind by a stunning 23 points.

For good measure, Crosby compiled a 25-game points streak, the longest in the NHL in nearly two decades.

Accolades poured in from friends and foes alike.

“Crosby’s very similar to Wayne Gretzky,” noted Rangers GM Glen Sather. “Same kind of vision. Crosby sees the ice as well as anybody. And I’ve seen him doing amazing things. He went through us and scored a goal that was one of the best I’ve ever seen. He’s feisty, and that’s what I like about him, too.”

Montreal defenseman Josh Gorges had a similar assessment.

“Best player in the world? Yeah,” Gorges said. “Crosby and Ovechkin are both really good, but Crosby’s better at using the players around him. Great vision. Not only can he score, but he passes the puck better than anybody. He makes plays behind his back, drop passes. You sit in the stands, and you don’t even see the possibilities. You wonder how he sees them. As a defenseman you try to force him to make plays he doesn’t want to make. If you allow him to make the plays he wants, he’ll burn you.”
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“Buker weaves together a myriad of storylines in a way that reminds readers
just how special the journey has been.” —Bob Grove, Penguins historian






