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FOREWORD


By Doug MacLean


It may be hard to believe for anyone who watched Nick Kypreos and I verbally battle together over the years at Sportsnet, but he’s one of my best friends. I don’t know if I’ve met a better person than Nick and, in fact, I owe my broadcasting career to him. He was the driving voice behind Sportsnet hiring me in 2008. But I think the story of how we first met, and how our relationship evolved, will tell you all you need to know about him.


I first met Nick when we were part of the Capitals organization, but I really got to know him when I was appointed head coach of the Baltimore Skipjacks of the American Hockey League, midway into the 1989–90 season. I’ll never forget Nick coming into my office, wondering whether he was going to make it full-time in the NHL after being sent down by the Washington Capitals. I remember clear as day the heart-to-heart talk I had with him. “Kid, you’re still young, you’re going to play a long time.” Of course, they never believe that when you’re coaching them.


Our journeys went in different directions after that, but our paths crossed at major NHL events, such as the NHL draft, the All-Star Game, or the NHL awards. But we were always working in different franchises and it was never more than a nod to each other.


We reconnected in 1998, when he began at Sportsnet and I was starting out in Columbus as president and GM. He had become an insider and would phone me for scoops all the time. When I’d see his name pop up, I’d think to myself, “What does he want now?”


That all changed when I was fired by Columbus in 2008 and Sportsnet hired me—upon Nick’s recommendation. I was surprised when he called asking if I would be interested in working at Sportsnet. At the time, he was almost by himself, grinding away in the rivalry against TSN. He thought we’d be a pair to challenge them. It was a battle to match their team and we had a blast putting a dent in TSN’s machine.


Nick was helpful to me. He had a great feel for the players’ side of the business and encouraged me to work the management/ownership side of the sport. I began doing a two-hour general sports show in the afternoon with Jack Armstrong and worked on the hockey TV broadcasts at night with a panel that included Nick. A couple of years later, I began working with Nick and Daren Millard on a radio show called Hockey Central at Noon. We would talk about hockey for two hours, and as always, the most enjoyable aspect of working with Nick was the laughs. As hard as we fought about league issues, it always came back to what was best for the team and Sportsnet.


With the 2013 NHL lockout, Nick and I battled as much as anybody on player/management topics. The shows were informative. We’d both been in the trenches, he as a player and me as a president, GM, and coach. The listeners knew they were getting what was really going on. We knew the dressing rooms to the boardrooms in the NHL and appreciated each other’s expertise. But man, did those disagreements become heated, us screaming at each other during the shows. We’d laugh after and Nick would say, “Now that was great TV.” We had a unique relationship that way and it was never personal between us.


Nick and I had different opinions and fans enjoyed the confrontations. Maybe half would take my side and half would take Nick’s. I’d meet people in the street and they’d say, “How do you stand Kypreos? You guys must hate each other.” It’s really kind of funny to work with somebody for ten years and with that much confrontation, and yet we maintained a great relationship. It sort of made the show. The more we could get into it, the more fun we had.


I used to love when we’d go into the playoffs and players would tell us, “We watch you guys every day in our dressing room.” We were always fair to the players; we weren’t ripping them. It was a real perspective. I would hear from GMs and coaches, too, who said they listened to us each day in their offices. After coaching and managing for some twenty-six years in the NHL, and Nick playing for eight seasons, we were able to read the situations, and tell it like it was. Players appreciated it and so did management.


I was shocked how many people watched our show. I would go to Chicago to visit my son and every time I was around the rinks I’d have people come up to me and talk about Hockey Central at Noon. It was bizarre how popular that little show was. I’d be out for dinner and CEOs of major corporations would say, “I watch you guys at every lunch hour on my computer.” We had every sort of group—hockey fans, management people, business types. We had a wide base. I don’t know if Sportsnet ever got that. They looked at ratings, but people watching on the computer don’t show on their ratings. It was a widespread base, I’ll tell you that.


Nick has an infectious personality, cares about people, and has a great feel for the game. I learned a lot from him. His advice gave me a chance to become a TV person. He would often say, “Mac, we’ve lived it, let’s give the fans the goods.” And we did.


I had more fun with him than you could imagine. Nick likes to say I was his greatest hire at Sportsnet. That’s nice of him, but I’d like to think I also made his career.


Just joking.


Doug MacLean


May 2020










PROLOGUE


With one year left on my contract with the Toronto Maple Leafs, there was no question I had to fight to keep my job, literally. I had over 400 career games and 1,200 penalty minutes, yet it meant absolutely nothing. With Cliff Fletcher out as general manager, and Ken Dryden taking over as president, and Mike Smith as associate GM, I would have to prove myself all over again, just like back when I was a rookie at training camp with the Flyers twelve years earlier. That night, we had a preseason game in New York and I knew I was going to have to fight. It was September 15, 1997.


They like to tell you the slate is clean for every player starting training camp, but that couldn’t have been further from the truth for me. Leafs management put the bug in Tie Domi’s ear that they wanted to see more toughness out of me. Tie gave me the heads-up just before we embarked on the preseason games. GMs have a tendency to forget your contributions in the past and, more importantly, they don’t really give a damn. “What have you done for me lately?” is really all that matters to them. That part of the game will never change.


The major off-season roster changes that brought the Leafs Derek King and Kris King (no relation) made that abundantly clear. Kris and I had similar tough player reputations. I knew at this training camp I wasn’t just fighting for my job with the Leafs: I was fighting to prove to the rest of the league that I could still get the job done, that I still had value as a role-player.


This training camp could play out in a number of ways. The season before I had played only 35 games. I missed half the season with a spiral fracture I suffered in a fight with the Buffalo Sabres’ Matthew Barnaby, which set me back in the eyes of management. So this preseason game would set the tone for my hockey future. Would I make the season-opening roster? Could I be traded, waived, or demoted to the minors? It wasn’t only about surviving training camp; it was about saving my career.


Like so many other nights that I fought—over a hundred—I tried not to overthink. Get the job done. It became a mantra of sorts. Don’t overthink. Get the job done. Don’t overthink. Wash. Rinse. Repeat.


Some enforcers in the NHL had so much anxiety that they couldn’t sleep the night before a game. The anticipation was intense and some resorted to alcohol or sleeping pills. For me it was the opposite. I had to be in control of my mind. That’s why I never did drugs. I was quite comfortable with my ability to control alcohol generally, but with drugs I was never willing to take that chance.


When I broke into the league, I had never seen players throwing up before a game. If there’s anything that can deflate a dressing room full of testosterone, it’s the sound of a guy puking in the garbage can. In this way, tough guy Neil Sheehy is one of the players I remember most. When I played with him in Washington, Neil fought some big boys. I watched him on some occasions and his way of dealing with nerves was through his stomach. Maybe it had something to do with his Battle of Alberta rivalry against Wayne Gretzky and the Oilers in the eighties. Facing Dave Semenko, Marty McSorley, and Kevin McClelland would be enough to make anyone sick. Believe it or not, for some players getting sick before a fight became so commonplace that it was actually routine. There is no denying the brain-gut connection. Tough guys did whatever it took to help alleviate their nerves. Who am I to ever question that? But I could never comprehend being that affected before competition. Maybe it was my saving grace. Maybe it was my demise.


My routine that night before the exhibition game was the same as usual. I’m not overly superstitious, but my pregame routine was similar from one game to the next. I arrived at the rink at the same time, around 4:45 p.m. I taped my sticks, and then put my equipment on in the same order, all prior to warm-up. I wanted to let my instincts take over from there. Get the job done. Don’t overthink. I’d keep telling myself this before heading onto the ice for the first period.


I always knew I could lose a fight, end up with a black eye, maybe stitches. Or a long shot: maybe a broken bone. But never could I have imagined that just a few short minutes into the game, my career would end.










CHAPTER 1 Growing Up Greek



I remember going to see my first hockey game like it was yesterday. It was 1975 and my father, George, had saved up enough money to take me. When I think back to my childhood, it’s the one memory I have that is so deeply etched that I can remember everything about that night. The smell of burnt roasted chestnuts and the crowds pressing towards the gates. I was eight years old and I held on tightly to my father’s hand. Maple Leaf Gardens looked enormous to me. I had never seen anything like it. It’s funny how things seem so much larger to a little kid.


We walked into the building and I can still remember how vibrant the colours were. The seats were gold, red, green, grey, and blue. For home games, white was the predominant colour back then for the Maple Leafs, with blue trimming against the white ice. I didn’t know that because I had only watched games in black and white. I remember asking my father why the play-by-play man wasn’t explaining what was going on. That’s what I was used to from watching the games on television. I didn’t realize there wasn’t a play-by-play announcer for the fans at the game.


Going to my first Leaf game at Maple Leaf Gardens was magical. I sat for three periods fixated on the passion of the fans and the drive of the players. My mouth must have been wide open the entire time. That night the Leafs beat the Kansas City Scouts 4–2.


Hockey wasn’t just my favourite game. It was also a big part of how my family came to feel more Canadian. My father knew nothing about hockey when he came to Canada from Greece, but he fell in love with the speed and grace of the game from the first time he saw it on television. He quickly learned the names of the stars: Bob Pulford, Red Kelly, Eddie Shack. On his way to work he would take a detour just to see Maple Leaf Gardens. He told me that on game nights the hair on the back of his neck stood up because of the crowds and the energy. From outside on the street, he could hear the roar of the fans inside the arena. Just like today, the Leafs were a big deal then—maybe even bigger. In 1962 they started their consecutive three-year Stanley Cup run. On rare occasions my dad would buy a two-dollar standing-room-only ticket. You’d have to arrive pretty early to get a good place in line. My dad would wait for hours outside in the cold for a chance to see the Leafs, broken English and all.


I couldn’t fully appreciate the impact of that first game, sitting there with my dad, watching the Leafs play. But when we left the building, I felt like a real Canadian for maybe the first time. I didn’t know it then, but the trajectory of my life had changed forever.





I got lucky right off the bat and I know that. My parents are two of the nicest people you could ever meet. I always like to say that they speak with their hands and laugh with their eyes. The Greek culture is a strong one, with everything centred on family. The movie My Big Fat Greek Wedding captured the true nature of growing up Greek, without exaggeration. In case you never saw the movie, it’s about a Greek family that is larger than life. It actually ticked me off that I didn’t come up with the idea first. I could have written that movie in fifteen minutes if I actually thought for one second people would want to watch my family. We might be even bigger and fatter, but we’re most definitely louder than the one in the movie.


We grew up in a traditional Greek Orthodox home. We had crosses all over the house and an icon of Jesus in the corner at the top of the stairs. My mother, Dorothy, would light a candle in oil and leave it burning—I guess so maybe God could find us if the lights went out. From lambadas to baptisms, moussaka and my thea Dimitra’s baklava, we always had reasons to be together. Being from an immigrant family was tough, but with cousins, aunts and uncles, friends who we called family, nounas and nounos (godparents)—it was never lonely.


We celebrated Easter later than everyone else, which was based on the Orthodox calendar. Greek Easter was more important to us than Christmas. We always hunted for eggs weeks after all the other kids. Not exactly a hit on the playground. But by then chocolate Easter bunnies were half price for my parents, which was a bonus. They put a lamb on a spit at the side of the house where the whole neighbourhood could see, and the aunts and uncles would dance in a circle, waving their worry beads around, talking about the old country.


No matter who hosted Easter and how small the house was, we’d manage to sit around one big fat Greek table: forty people with twenty different conversations going on at the same time. Among the first cousins there are four Nicks, three of whom are named Nick Kypreos. We went by Big Nick, Medium Nick, and Little Nick. I am Big Nick. There also are five Stellas, five Georges, and three Anastasias—with no middle names, I might add. What is with Greeks and their refusal to add a middle name to a birth certificate?


Having the same exact name did, however, come in handy at times. In the summer of ’86 when Medium Nick found out he needed one more credit to graduate from Bethune high school, he convinced the front office that my grade-twelve English credit was actually his and they had made a mistake. I had already graduated. At this point I was only too happy to help him earn his diploma.


Being Greek is both amazing and embarrassing. For so many years I always felt different from the other kids. What immigrant student doesn’t cringe on the first day of school when the teacher mispronounces their last name on three or four different attempts? Being from a strong Greek family was inclusive, yet at times it was also isolating. Other kids didn’t necessarily understand our values and traditions.


Most Greek first names are based on religious saints and name day celebrations are given more value than even a birthday. For example, everyone named Nicholas in the Greek tradition celebrates December 6 as their name day.


Greeks also have a tendency to be superstitious. If you have a high fever or if something isn’t going right in your life, the Greeks believe you could have caught the “evil eye.” We’d call my thea Tula and have her bless holy water mixed with oil while she said our names over the bowl with a special cross. It was called the Mati, the Greek word for eye. She would say a blessing and we did the sign of the cross three times for the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Then we were sprinkled with the holy water my mom always had on hand. Ironically, most of the time we instantly felt better or the fever would break.


Now, one of the more questionable traditions of all is “spitting” on things to keep evil away. Okay, not real spit but pretty close. If there was a baby being baptized, the aunts and uncles would pretend to spit on them, three times of course. If you bought a new house or a new car, you’d again spit three times. Again, not real spit, just a subtle reminder to Satan that we got this one covered. These were the sorts of things my non-Greek friends never understood.


I was anything but an easy child. When I was three, if you picked me up, I bit you. If you tried to hold my hand, I bit you. If you even looked like you wanted to hold me back in any way, I bit you. Other than my parents, people were afraid of me. Babysitters worked for us once, then quit. My poor mother nearly pulled her hair out trying to control me. There are plenty of labels for kids like me today, but back then I was just feared.


My mother finally convinced my father to pay for building a fence around our house so she could keep her overly active three-year-old contained. They dug into their pockets and had a six-foot fence installed with a locked gate. My mother could finally breathe easy. She could go about her business in the house while I was kept out of harm’s way in a safe area. Two days after the fence was installed she went upstairs to vacuum in peace, but when she looked outside the front window, there I was across the street in Thea Maria’s front yard. I had to cross a very busy street to get there. I was able to easily wedge the tip of my toes into the spaces in the chain links. That fence could have been fifteen feet high, but I was still going up and over. My mother ran across the street, grabbed me, then sat down on the curb and cried.


I don’t know if it was because we lived in a predominantly immigrant neighbourhood where people tended to watch out for each other, but in those days, kids could walk home from school on their own. In kindergarten my favourite television show was Batman and Adam West was my hero. I remember racing home to watch the conclusion to a two-part episode. It was a cliffhanger. Batman and Robin were in big trouble. When I got home I found the side door locked. When no one answered I took two steps back, dropped my shoulder, and broke the door wide open. The lock splintered away from the frame. My mom had just been at a neighbour’s house. When she came home her first thought was that we had been burglarized. Then she found me sitting on the floor two feet from the TV and she had to explain to my father why we needed to replace the door. I’m pretty sure she sat down on the curb and cried again.


Like so many other immigrant families, mine got into the restaurant business. When I wasn’t playing hockey, I would sometimes hang out there. At thirteen I worked as a busboy and dishwasher at the Mercury, a diner on Bay and Front. My uncles Peter, Jim, Tom, and George owned it along with my father. I helped at the counter and with takeout orders. It was a real family atmosphere. My father explained that all glasses have an imaginary half-full mark. If the water ever went below that line, I wasn’t taking good enough care of the customers. I took that seriously. Customers would jokingly suggest I was trying to drown them. “No,” I’d say, “I’m just trying to keep my boss happy.” It was then that I saw firsthand how great my dad was with people.


In those early years working at the Mercury, he’d get up at 4:30 a.m., drive to pick up waiters or busboys who had no other way to get to work, and then he’d work well into the night. I think introducing me to the restaurant business was pretty calculated on his part. He did what he had to do to run a successful business, and having me work there helped to teach me a work ethic.


Years later my dad and his brothers purchased Peter’s Steakhouse in Markham. If customers missed the bowl of Jelly Belly candy on their way out, my father was the type of guy who’d walk outside with the bowl in his hand. If there were one hundred customers, he couldn’t be happy until every one of them was well taken care of.


My mother is cut from the same cloth as my dad. She is a giver, too. She’s happiest when she’s cooking and feeding people. Whenever my team would be in Toronto on a road trip, if there was time my parents would have my teammates over to the house for dinner. Pastitsio, dolmades, spanakopita, roasted lamb, souvlaki, moussaka—we ate like kings. Years later, when I was traded to the Toronto Maple Leafs, I’d invite many of the guys, like Mats Sundin, Tie Domi, Todd Warriner, and Freddy Modin, to my place and let my mom cook up a feast. Tie said he never felt so stuffed in his life as he was that night. When my mom tried to load his plate up with more food yet again, he was in absolute disbelief. He asked her, “Are you crazy?” We all broke out laughing.


Both of my parents grew up in small farming villages in Sparta in the southern part of Greece. My father lost his father, Nicholas Kypreos, when he was fifteen years old. My grandfather died during the civil war, in the middle of a field during tensions between the village and rebels, but not from any violence. It was heart failure. During a lull in gunfire my father went to the field to help him. He tried to revive him by pressing on his heart for what must have been two hours. The other villagers finally made him stop. I can’t think of anything more heartbreaking than a child doing everything to save their parent, not knowing it was already too late. As the oldest son of five children, he became the “father” of the family as a teenager.


He came over from Greece at the age of seventeen. When he embarked on a ship heading to Halifax with a final destination of Oshawa, he was alone and given the gargantuan task of working to earn enough money to bring his entire family from Sparta, away from the civil war. He worked as an upholsterer and then as a restaurant busboy. He did anything he could to make enough money to bring his siblings over, one by one. In those days you didn’t question things, you just did them. If you ask my dad he will never complain. He’ll tell you Canada is the greatest country in the world; it gave his family a new chance at life.


Although they had similar backgrounds, my parents didn’t know one another until they met in Canada. It was through the restaurant business that my father met my mother. In 1957, at the age of sixteen, she followed two sisters and three brothers who had moved to Toronto. Her brothers wanted her to go to school, but she was too embarrassed because she’d have to start off with elementary classes. She moved in with her siblings, who owned a home, and cleaned and cooked for them while they saved money to buy a restaurant called Steffi’s.


At the time my father worked at a restaurant called Ciro’s, in Toronto’s west end at Bloor Street and Lansdowne Avenue. One of his regular customers, my mother’s brother, came in to ask him to be the nouno of his firstborn child. Being asked to be a godparent is a true honour in the Greek culture. Both my uncle and my father came from Sparta, and even though the two men didn’t know each other well, this is how it was done. Two weeks later, my father went to Steffi’s to talk about the ceremony, saw my mother, and fell in love. They married in 1961. One year later they celebrated the birth of their first child, Anastasia, then came my other sister, Stelle, in 1964, and me in 1966.


Growing up, our best friends were our first cousins, thirteen on my father’s side and seventeen on my mother’s. We’d get together at every Christmas, New Year’s, and Easter. When I was old enough to appreciate the NHL, Easter became a bit of an issue. Orthodox Easter is later in the year than other religions and always coincides with the first round of the Stanley Cup playoffs. I remember one Sunday during the playoffs when the Leafs were playing Boston. I was beside myself. I said, “Ma, I’m dying here. The Leafs are playing. I’m not going to church!” She popped me on the side of the head. “No, the only one dying is Jesus on the cross! Get in the car!” She was sweet until you messed with Jesus.


Otherwise, we would all get together as a family and watch the Leafs games. No matter if we were at a cousin’s house or our house, we would squeeze in all together on the floor. We were glued to the television on Saturdays, for Hockey Night in Canada on CBC. I never imagined I’d sit on the panel of that show forty years later.


Although High Park is now a very trendy Toronto area, at the time its residents were working-class families. Many of our neighbours were factory workers, meat-packers, upholsterers, and restaurant workers. We lived next to families from Poland, Malta, and Greece. My next-door neighbour Joey Grech taught me how to play road hockey. We bought a plastic blade from Canadian Tire and attached it to a broken wooden stick. Joey showed me how to curve a blade by heating it over the burner on the stove until we got it just right. He played house-league hockey, and when his parents invited me to watch him play, my face was pressed against the glass as I tried to get as close as I could to the ice. I was hooked.


A few months later, my parents had saved enough money to buy a bigger home away from downtown Toronto, in the north end of the city. It was a largely undeveloped area at the time. I was traumatized, to say the least. Joey had been my role model, but my father promised that if we moved I could play real ice hockey, just like Joey. The next season, at the age of seven, I started playing.


I was naturally fairly athletic. I played baseball, football, soccer, and hockey, but it was really soccer and hockey that I loved. I was so crazy for hockey that I begged my sister Stelle to be my goalie at home. She was the brother I never had. We took the hockey net from the garage, brought it into the basement, rolled back the carpet, and set it up for practice shots. We took cushions off my mother’s good couch and duct-taped them to Stelle’s legs. She could barely stand. I proceeded to pummel slap shots at her for hours while my parents worked at the restaurant. Then we’d put the carpet back to hide the scratches on the floor and rearrange a few photos on the wall to hide some dings. No one was the wiser.


I should note that Stelle wanted to play women’s hockey. Two houses down from us there was a girl about her age, playing girls’ hockey, but my parents wanted no part of their daughter playing the game. At the time it wasn’t like it is now, with various women’s leagues and women’s hockey in the Olympics. It just wasn’t fashionable at the time for girls to play hockey. Years later my dad was watching the Olympics and felt bad. He said he should have let her play.


I was also very close to my older sister, Tess, but in a different way. When I was five years old I convinced my mom to let me walk to the corner variety store to buy a jug of milk. Alone. It took me less than thirty seconds to see Tess following, hiding behind trees and bushes, trying to keep an eye on me. While I could get Stelle to wrap a towel around her neck to play Robin to my Batman, Tess took over the role of my mother when Mom was at the restaurant. Now, that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, especially when my school would call home on occasion. Tess would take calls about late assignments, or when my friends and I were caught putting thumbtacks on the other students’ chairs, or getting kicked out of typing class with future Vancouver Canucks legend Kirk McLean—we went to junior high together. I could get Tess to call my school pretending to be our mom. She was incredibly believable. She would always end the call “Thank you for letting me know. Nick will never do that again.”


When I was eight years old, I played hockey in the winter and soccer in the summer up until September. There was no real overlap in those days. You could specialize in two sports. In fact, the cross-training probably helped make me stronger and more competitive. In summer there was no hockey pulling you away for off-season training, which has become the case now for elite players focusing on one sport. It’s as if parents feel at the age of ten if you haven’t chosen one sport to focus on, the train will leave the station. Which is really a huge shame and so untrue. But today athletes don’t seem to get the same chance to really enjoy two sports without one affecting the other. Spring and summer hockey leagues, off-ice skill training, tournament leagues—I’m not convinced it does anything to help kids long-term and potentially you will burn them out. I’m so thankful that my soccer and hockey coaches never made me feel I needed to choose.


Soccer appealed to me because of my competitive nature. I could score goals if the coach put me on forward, but I ended up being a fullback and became the last line of defence. I was the Rod Langway type for the North York Spartans. There was added pride playing for the Spartans when both my parents grew up in the town of Sparta. I would defend anything hard—slide tackles, shoulder-to-shoulder markings. It’s weird because I was a forward in hockey and became a good goal scorer, but in soccer my job was to play defence and protect my goalie, and I loved that responsibility.


I began soccer with one of my cousins. George (yes, another George) and I played up until we were seventeen. We started out in house league at eight years of age and moved up into a competitive National Soccer League team in our teens until I quit to focus on hockey. If I were playing today, it probably would have been much harder deciding what sport to pursue full-time. For me, growing up in Canada, soccer just wasn’t as popular back then as hockey. There was no first-tier Pro League in North America with international draw. Of course, there was European soccer, but I didn’t have any access to that. I didn’t follow any teams like, perhaps, another die-hard soccer fan might have: Manchester United, Chelsea, Liverpool. I knew of big-name players like Paolo Rossi and Franz Beckenbauer, but I didn’t envision myself becoming the next Giorgio Canali.


Instead, I wanted to be the next Darryl Sittler, who was the captain of the Leafs in 1975. I had posters of him plastered all over my room. I cut out articles about the Leafs from the Toronto Star and Toronto Sun and pinned them on the walls in my bedroom just like my older cousin Olga did. She loved the Leafs as much as I did. I collected hockey cards, and like a typical kid at the time, I took the lesser-known players and attached them to the spokes on my bike’s wheels to make noise.


At the age of six I knew every player on the Leafs team: Brian Glennie, Gord McRae, Garry Monahan, Denis Dupéré. Players that most people wouldn’t know anything about, but I gravitated to them. I knew every stat. At Christmas the Leafs opened up Maple Leaf Gardens to allow kids to watch the practice for free. A grocery chain called Dominion sponsored the practice and there were sixteen thousand kids screaming while watching the players they idolized. Harold Ballard owned the team, and his sidekick, King Clancy, entertained all the young fans by broadcasting the action over the sound system. I remember attending one of those practices in 1976. I worked my way down from the third-level green seats to the gold seats by the glass. Jack Valiquette, one of the Leafs’ centres, was balancing his stick on his nose when he turned around, saw me, and then lifted his stick over the glass, handing it to me. Twenty hands grabbed at that stick, but Jack tapped on the glass and pointed to me. I was the one he wanted to give that stick to. It’s funny how such a small gesture can stay with a kid. I had that stick in my room for about eight years. Years later, when I ran into Jack at a Leaf alumni event, I told him what he did and how much it meant.


Even as a pro, I collected some signed sticks over the years. I’d come home at the end of the season and see half my collection of valuable sticks being used to stake tomatoes in the backyard. “Dad, what are you doing?” I would scream. “That’s Mario Lemieux’s stick!”


When we moved to North York, my family didn’t know any hockey people in the area yet, and without my friend Joey, I was on my own to find a hockey team. I didn’t have any problem finding a good road hockey game, though. Jeff Guilbert, Casey Boynton, John Bozanis, Jeff Hayes, Dave Penny, Neil Mason, Chris Manos. We would have epic games. I was pretty good back then; sometimes it was me versus three or four of them and I’d still find a way to win.


The worst thing was when my mom called me in for dinner right in the middle of a game. I hated quitting to come in for dinner. I never crossed her, but sometimes I would eat with my hockey gloves on in protest. Have you ever tried holding a fork with a hockey glove? My mom didn’t care as long as I ate.


Because skates cost a lot, Dad bought a pair two sizes too big. He wanted them to last. But I could barely skate my first year. My teammate Jim Mandala noticed one time I was having trouble standing up. His father, Conrad, who played minor pro hockey, asked my father if he’d had my skates sharpened. Dad didn’t know you had to actually sharpen the blades. From that point on Jim’s father took my dad under his wing.


Skating was still tough, though. I’d like to blame my problems on the skates, but that wouldn’t be the truth. I found it nearly impossible to glide on those skinny metal edges, but I was determined. Skating was a bit of a weak link compared to my stick handling, so I had to really work on it. I couldn’t get from point A to point B as fast as the other kids, but I could read the play really well and “think the game,” even at a young age. I had a good shot and always felt very comfortable with the puck. I could maneuver around players and manage to protect the puck despite my skating. I loved every second of it. I gradually improved and did well enough that I was recruited to the Don Valley Villagers, which was like a collection of all-star players.


Moving up from house league to playing rep hockey meant having two different-coloured jerseys, one for home games and another for away games. It felt like it was a step towards being a professional. We had a good team with the Villagers. Jimmy Mandala played on the team. Another teammate was Brian Wilks, who in later years would become a teammate of mine in the Ontario Hockey League with the Kitchener Rangers.


I began the season with the Villagers on defence, but that didn’t last long. In one game I ended up with a penalty shot and buried the puck right under the bar. No one except me knew where that shot had come from. After that goal my days of defence were over. The coach realized I could shoot the puck and moved me to centre—unfortunately, it’s the position that requires the most skating.


We travelled to North Bay that season for the Challenge Cup Tournament. Going on a bus with teammates was the biggest thrill of all. We were travelling for four hours, singing songs and telling jokes. There were no movie screens or VCRs on buses back then to keep everybody quiet for hours. We belted songs by the Bay City Rollers. We must have sung “Saturday Night” at the top of our lungs about a hundred times. I can’t tell you if we won or lost the tournament, but I can still remember every word to that song.


We played so well that season that we made it all the way to the championship final and played the favoured team, the Hillcrest Summits. We had never managed to beat them all season long. From the moment the puck dropped, we were in complete control. I don’t remember what the score was, but we might have won by four or five goals. We absolutely buried the number-one team. To say we weren’t expected to win would be an understatement. The organizers couldn’t give the big trophy to us because they had already engraved “Hillcrest Summits” on the front.


The following year our coach, Ian McPherson, took us into Don Valley A of the Metro Toronto Hockey League. At the time there were two classifications for competitive minor hockey: AA and A. When I was asked what jersey number I wanted, I had no idea. But my father said to ask for number 9 because he knew that was the number of NHL stars Gordie Howe and Bobby Hull. I was given the captaincy. That year I must have scored more than 60 goals. My parents didn’t keep track, but my father remembers me scoring and another parent telling him it was almost 60. I still have the trophy that the team presented to me with the actual puck from my 50th goal. It is the only trophy I ever kept from minor hockey.


Because the goals came fairly easily to me, I copped a little bit of an attitude. I wasn’t that interested in practices and only wanted to play in the games. At age eleven, I thought I was wise beyond my years. My mother asked me why I didn’t try harder. I told her I was trying hard, but the other kids were trying just as hard—and if I tried harder then they’d have to try harder, and it was just going to be pretty exhausting for all of us. Early success had already gone to my head.


When my dad wanted me to try power skating, I was reluctant. I just thought I’d keep outsmarting the goalies. It didn’t dawn on me that power skating would actually help in the long run, that I’d score even more goals. Ironically, the only regret I have now is that I never worked hard enough on my skating at an early age. On skates there are Thoroughbreds and there are Clydesdales. At times I was the latter.


My parents didn’t really know anything about being hockey parents. They were learning along the way. They never yelled at me on the ice. And they certainly never screamed at the refs. Who are they to question a ref? They didn’t usually comment about my efforts on the way home in the car either. We’d often go for a hamburger after the game. My father might say a little sarcastically, “Boy, getting beaten like that you must have built up an appetite.” But that was about as far as it went with criticism. Ex-Leaf John Anderson had a burger place near our house. I’d sit with a burger and fries and stare at his framed jersey, dreaming that one day I might wear one.


Sometimes I’d get a ride with other parents. I’d sit in the backseat while they berated their sons on the drive home. It must have been humiliating. But if you ask my dad today, he’d joke around and say that if he ever knew I had a chance to play in the NHL there would have been fewer trips to John Anderson Hamburgers and more where he really gave me his opinion. My mom and dad truly had no expectations. They didn’t sacrifice money and time for me to play in hopes that they’d get something in return.


Because my dad worked seven days a week, he often couldn’t take me to practice, so my uncles would drive me. When they say it takes a village, we lived it. I remember watching my older cousin George Dizes, who played hockey in Newmarket. He spent most of his time in the penalty box. He was a force to be reckoned with. It became an ongoing joke that we’d drive forty-five minutes just to watch him bang his stick against the boards on his way to the penalty box. Off the ice he was one of the sweetest guys I’ve ever known. In our family you were either a Leafs fan or a Canadiens fan, but George worshipped the New York Rangers. When I won the Stanley Cup with the Rangers in 1994, I felt his spirit on the ice with me. I gave a tribute to him right after Game 7 on Hockey Night in Canada. Tragically, George had been killed by a drunk driver in 1986, but almost ten years later I felt like he was watching from high above, cheering me and his beloved Rangers to a Stanley Cup.


If there was ever a turning point in minor hockey for me, it happened in 1978. I joined a team called Toronto Wexford when I was twelve. Up until that point I had always been one of the better players. But on Wexford my skills started to wane. Remember, I wasn’t the biggest fan of practices and never truly put that much stock in honing skills outside of a game. Maybe I needed the adrenaline of competition, but this is the year it caught up to me. This was around the time my dad was working long hours at the restaurant. As I said, he never critiqued my game like other dads, but he asked me to start working in the restaurant more. I think my lack of passion for hockey practice around this time must have concerned him a little, as he thought I was getting lazy. He made sure I understood what real work meant by dragging me into the restaurant at 5 a.m. on weekends.


Wexford had entered the biggest international minor hockey tournament in the world, the Carnaval de Quebec in Quebec City. It was the most prestigious tournament I had ever played in, with ten thousand fans watching the games. As twelve-year-old players, we signed autographs. There was media coverage, with reporters hovering ready to interview the better players. It was a showcase for some of the young hockey talent from around the world. Eric Lindros, Guy Lafleur, Sylvain Côté, Mario Lemieux, Wayne Gretzky, Patrick Roy—they all played in this event. But what should have been an amazing experience was anything but for me.


I remember getting sick with a flu that kept me out of the lineup for one game. When I was good enough to play, I couldn’t score or keep up with the pace of the other players. When you get shoved to the end of a bench all season, you have a lot of time to think. For the first time I realized how much hockey meant to me and how close I was to losing it. The lack of “homework” and passion to find an edge had led me to this humiliating place. It wasn’t about getting sick—my lack of work ethic kept me from being able to hold my head up high at one of the greatest minor hockey tournaments in the world.


From this moment everything about me changed. It’s strange how these sorts of things can either cut you off at the knees or build you up. For me, being benched much of the year gave me time to reflect. Having to look the other kids in the eyes and either see their ridicule or pity gave me the sort of inspiration I had never had before. I was cut from the team at the end of the year, but I had gained something far better from the experience. After being cut from Wexford, I was ready to go down a level in hockey. But at the last minute another AA team asked me to join—the North York Flames. A young coach, Andy Thornley, gave me the chance to redeem myself.


During the season a lot of my buddies signed up to try out for Don Valley Junior High School basketball. They tried to get me to join but I took a pass. I was a pretty decent athlete but I never played a real game of basketball. I wasn’t even sure what the rules were. Hockey had surrounded everything I did. After they pushed hard to have me try out, I reluctantly signed up. I didn’t want to do it in fear of embarrassing myself again. I had just gotten cut by a hockey team for the first time in my life, and didn’t need to relive that feeling. After three hard tryouts I remember walking up to the gym doors to check the list, assuming I probably didn’t make the team. To my surprise I did.


I later asked Coach McCarthy how I managed to make the team. He said, “For three days straight no one ran harder than you up and down the court, and no one fought harder for basketballs under the rim. You were my hardest working guy on the court and no one was even a close second. I had to keep you.”


Wow. I was speechless. It wasn’t just the coach who felt this way either. The best and most talented player on the team was our point guard, Howard Campbell. He nicknamed me “The Bull” after tryouts. That was amazing for me. That experience taught me something about myself that seven years of hockey hadn’t. I had so much more to give when I really focused. I was able to channel my fear of failing into a different goal. It was a really fun year playing on the school basketball team.


Over the next two hockey seasons I was able to create a true work ethic playing Minor Midget for the North York Flames. The Flames were selected by the Greater Toronto Hockey League to be the Canadian representative in a tournament in Landshut, West Germany. Allan Green, whose son Tim was on our team, played a pivotal role in making this happen. Allan worked hard at putting together a plan for fund-raising and acquiring sponsors. In the summer we stood outside malls wearing our team jackets selling raffle tickets for a Chrysler Cordoba that a few of the players’ fathers bought off a dealer. Through money raised from the tickets and sponsors, we had the financial means to pay for the flights, hotel, and other expenses. It not only brought the team closer together but the family members, too. My parents and Stelle went to the tournament, which was played over the Christmas/New Year’s holiday season.


The tournament consisted of eight teams. Two were from Germany and some others comprised the best players pulled from their respective clubs. In the case of the Russian and Czechoslovakian players, they were their country’s Under-16 National team. And there were future NHLers Michal Pivonka and Petr Svoboda for the Czechs. In comparison the North York Flames was a good team, but we had no idea the quality of players we’d be facing.


The teams that had travelled to the tournament from outside Germany were housed in a three-floor dormitory, two to a floor. There were three players to a room, housed by position, and I remember Tim Green was in my room because we both played left wing.


The Russians were on our floor. For Tim and me, the entire experience was pure innocence and brilliance—a bunch of young kids who had zero in common culturally and with no ability to communicate. But we had a blast together. The Russians had two sets of clothes: beat-up track pants and T-shirts, and jackets that looked like they were handed down from their fathers and grandfathers. From what we understood, for some part of their journey the Russians had to travel by boat and it was clear they had very little as far as possessions.


We traded clothing because they were desperate for clothes from the West. “Blue jeans” were the only English words they seemed to know. We played sports in the dormitory basement and without speaking the same language made up competitions between us—proof that no matter what, sports can bring the best out in all of us.


Before our first game, we watched the Russians play the Czechs and it became political right from the start. Both teams hated each other and that was my first introduction to vicious hockey. We’re talking two-handed slashing with baseball swings. I’d never seen anything like it in my life, but that’s the way it was. It wasn’t two hockey teams playing each other; it was two political rivals trying to prove a point. This was another level of dirty hockey. Somehow when we played those teams it was not nearly as vicious as it was when they played each other. Being down 3–0 in the first five minutes may have had something to do with that. We did manage to finish fourth overall.


A year later, during the Christmas/New Year’s holiday season, I played in the annual Mac’s AAA World Invitational Tournament for the top sixteen-year-old players in Canada. It takes place in Calgary, Alberta. The big games usually had three thousand spectators and the final, played at the Saddledome, drew ten thousand. Unlike the tournament in Quebec a few years before, I had done the homework and my determination was starting to show. I turned it around and became a top scorer again. Tim Green, my former teammate, was at the tournament, but was playing for the Young Nationals. That’s where he stepped back and saw me as a competitor and realized I had finally broken away from the pack.


All the players that made it to the NHL were hard workers in the off-season, and that’s what I was now doing. I finally knew what I wanted and the price I was willing to pay. It was paying off.


According to Tim, it was fun to watch me finally break through. In Calgary I was voted best left-winger and selected for the first All-Star Team. That was a very big deal for me. Scouts for Junior teams were there and noticed. I felt ready for the next level.










CHAPTER 2 Junior Hockey



A handful of American colleges and universities sent letters to my home. Some wanted me to visit their campuses and sports facilities to talk about potential scholarships. Princeton stood out among them. My parents thought that would be a good option because at least I would get an excellent education. My father would always say, “In hockey your first game could end up being your last game.”


But the truth was my heart was set on playing Junior Hockey. At the time, American colleges didn’t have a great track record for producing NHL players. It certainly wasn’t like today. Now the NCAA skill level of the top players is on par with top Junior players. But back then, playing Junior Hockey was the best route to a pro career. Even so, making up my mind which way to go was a huge decision. Some players had agents or advisers who would help them make that type of decision, but at the time I didn’t have one. As supportive as they were, my parents weren’t able to give me any guidance. The thought of going to the U.S. weighed on me, but at the time I never seriously considered playing college hockey. I loved my Junior experience in the Canadian Hockey League (CHL), but if I had the same option today, it would be hard to turn down an Ivy League opportunity.


The Ontario Hockey League (OHL) draft took place at North York Centennial Arena, where I had played many times before in minor hockey. Overall there were twenty-two rounds and fifteen players selected per round. It was like a herd of cattle that day—hundreds of kids piled into the arena with hopeful looks on their faces. Their parents stood next to them wondering if all the hard work would pay off.


As a local boy, I was hoping to be selected by the Toronto Marlies so I could stay in Toronto, but it really didn’t matter because all I wanted was to play Junior Hockey. My parents had already received calls from teams outside the Toronto area wondering if I would consider moving. At that stage I would have gone just about anywhere, but my mom had reservations about me being so far away.


My parents were there with me at the draft and we had heard I might be selected somewhere in the third or fourth round. After the Kitchener Rangers selected David Latta in the first round and Shawn Burr in the second round, they took me with their third pick, fifty-sixth overall, in the fourth round.


The Rangers, coached by Tom Barrett, were one of the premier organizations in the OHL and one of the best-run franchises in all of Canadian Junior Hockey. Founded in 1963, they had won the OHL championships in 1981 and 1982, and won the Canadian Major Junior Hockey League championship—the Memorial Cup—in ’82. The Rangers had so much history developing future NHL stars such as Bill Barber and Larry Robinson. And around the time I was coming up, they produced NHLers Al MacInnis, Jeff Larmer, Brian Bellows, and Scott Stevens. I remember looking at my mom and telling her Kitchener was only an hour away from home. It was destined to be a great team for me, or so I thought.


The Rangers had been chosen to host the 1984 Memorial Cup that season and had a stacked lineup that included forwards Wayne Presley, John Tucker, Greg Puhalski, David Bruce, and Shawn Burr. My former Minor Atom teammate Brian Wilks was one of their centres. The defence had stars Jim Quinn, David Shaw, and Kent Paynter. American Ray LeBlanc was Kitchener’s top goalie. He represented the USA in the 1992 Olympics, where for two weeks he was arguably the greatest goaltender in the world. He took an otherwise unknown U.S. hockey team to medal contention. Overall, I was drafted to a team that had fifteen NHL draft picks, eleven of whom were selected in the first three rounds.


To me, the Rangers were like the New York Yankees of the OHL. Everything about them was big league. The Oshawa Generals were rich in tradition, having been established in the 1930s, but at the time they didn’t have the big arena like Kitchener had, filled with eight thousand fans each game.


A few weeks into training camp my skates had gotten a little beaten up, so the organization bought me a new pair. It seems like a small thing now, but I couldn’t believe it. Knowing I was finally at a level where a team would pay for my skates was an incredible feeling. The Kitchener Rangers were run like a business and annually turned good profits on their operations, so buying new skates was not a second thought to them. But to me it was a great sign that they intended for me to make the team.


Al MacInnis, future Hall of Famer and former Kitchener Ranger, was still in town prior to leaving for the Calgary Flames training camp. I didn’t know him personally, but he was the one to introduce me to my billet in Kitchener. He had billeted across the street from my new “adopted” family. Junior Hockey billets are fantastic because they often become your new families. They play a vital role for young players spending time away from home.


My billets were Monty and Gerta Lovegrove and their two young children. Peter Bakovic, a young forward from Thunder Bay trying out for the team, was also billeting with the Lovegroves. He was a really good guy that would go on to play briefly for the Vancouver Canucks.


The next step for me was registering for the local high school, Kitchener Collegiate Institute (KCI). That school was huge but felt much smaller when you walked through the hallways with your Kitchener Ranger teammates.


I remember wanting to show the team that I was strong. Unlike Midget Hockey, there were no cages attached to the helmets. It was another sign that I was that much closer to the NHL. Without a cage, fighting was allowed; in minor hockey you would get kicked out for dropping the gloves. Because I wanted to make an impression, I was eager to try to fight. Although Darryl Sittler was my childhood hero, Tiger Williams was also one of my favourite players. I liked how he stood up for his teammates and had such a physical passion for the game. Nothing intimidated him, especially when he played in those drawn-out playoff series against the Broad Street Bullies of Philadelphia.


I ended up squaring off with David Bruce during our first intrasquad game. David was a player who could score, check, and fight. The year before he scored 36 goals in 67 games and totaled 199 penalty minutes. I thought I was strong enough to handle myself, but as the fight progressed I was doing the swim move, head down and arms flailing. Bruce calmly put his hand on my back and landed two uppercuts, cutting me above the eye. I ended up bleeding pretty badly. It was not a good moment. After the game, David was sitting in a hot tub and gave me some advice.


“You need better balance,” he said. “That will naturally help you keep your head up more. Once you put your head down, you’re done. You can’t see where the punches are coming from.”


His words stuck with me from that point forward. When I emerged from the dressing room, I was humbled and wiser. I wasn’t discouraged by a less-than-memorable initial fight. In my first preseason game against the Toronto Marlies, I picked another fight. This one was against Steve Thomas, who went on to have a lengthy career in the NHL. He was strong and stocky, and appropriately nicknamed “Stumpy,” but he could score and fight. I had just turned seventeen and he was twenty (an overage Junior). It was a tough game and I was trying to give my team an edge. He fed me my lunch. Again, two punches and I dropped. This balance thing was not coming easy. Stumpy and I have been friends for over thirty years now and we still laugh about him beating me up.


My parents were, of course, getting discouraged. In fact, my mother wanted to take me home and forget about hockey. She didn’t want me fighting all the time and made it very clear to me that I could call it quits anytime.


In the later part of training camp, it seemed like I wasn’t getting the same feedback other draft picks were. I wasn’t playing in as many exhibition games as I would have liked and was feeling uneasy. My parents and I were still green when it came to Junior A.


We didn’t know anything about the business. I managed to play the very last exhibition game and then immediately afterwards the head coach cut me from the team. It broke my heart. Tom Barrett told me that the team really liked me, but didn’t have a spot for me on the roster. I was the last cut. They told me they wanted me to play for the Dixie Beehives, their Ontario Junior Hockey League affiliate, where I would get a lot of ice time and continue to develop. I was crushed. This didn’t sit well with my parents either. The Dixie Beehives were just outside Toronto, close enough that I could live at home, but it felt far from Major Junior A hockey. My mom and I scrambled to register me back in my old high school, where I was well over a month behind in classes.


Larry Stern was the Beehives’ coach and he gave me lots of playing time, as I was promised. I started off strong, scoring goals and feeling good. I was also enjoying being back in school even though I had some catching up to do. Everything seemed to be fine, but a few weeks after I scored 3 goals and 7 assists in 10 games, the Rangers decided to call me up. My parents and I had not been informed that this was even an option. The Rangers told me it was for one game only, but I didn’t really care. For my parents it didn’t make much sense, but all I cared about was playing my first OHL game. In my head I’m saying, I got called up. I got called up! I remember trying to stay focused in warm-up while looking around and thinking, This is the big leagues. I’m finally here!


In the dressing room before the game, some of the veterans did their best to calm my nerves. Brian Wilks was in his second season with the team and he was great. He told me to just go out and have fun and enjoy myself.


Even though I was only supposed to be called up for one game, I ended up playing three more over a week and a half. I didn’t register any points in the first game, but in my next one against Oshawa I scored two goals, including the opening one, in a 10–2 victory. I scored the first on a forehand and the second on a backhand underneath the bar. I won’t ever forget that. It was such an unbelievable feeling, not only to be playing, but to score my first two goals in the OHL. I felt like a pro.


The whole Kitchener organization is a lot like being in the NHL. It’s a big-league feel for Major Junior Hockey. As a kid, I’d go to Maple Leaf Gardens to see the Marlies play and maybe there would only be a thousand people in the stands, but it was still the Toronto Marlies. Playing for Dixie was one level below the OHL and there might be seventy-five people watching the game, most of them family and friends. With the Kitchener Rangers, it’s in front of eight thousand fans and the same league that Wayne Gretzky had played in. I felt if I worked hard I had a chance because there would be NHL scouts at every game. But I wasn’t nearly as close as I thought.


I played four games in about two weeks, commuting from home with my parents. Even though I didn’t register any more points, I still felt good about things. But all that changed when I received a call from North Bay’s GM and coach, Bert Templeton, saying he had acquired me in a trade. The call-up now made total sense to me. The Rangers had been showcasing me the whole time for Bert and North Bay. The Rangers acquired a veteran, Carmine Vani, who was a second-round draft pick of the Detroit Red Wings in 1982.


North Bay acquired me along with Rob Nichols, who had scored 17 goals and 26 assists in 54 games the year before for Kitchener. North Bay also got a third-round pick, who wound up being future NHL defenceman Bill Houlder.


The Rangers wanted reinforcements for their drive to the Memorial Cup, but it didn’t happen. They lost to the Ottawa 67s in the final. Carmine Vani only scored 15 goals the rest of his Junior career for Kitchener, while Rob Nichols, Bill Houlder, and I would go on to score 270 for North Bay. Tom Barrett not only lost his Memorial Cup that year, he may have made one of the worst Junior trades in history.


The trade was my wake-up call to the business of hockey. What I found out after the trade was that North Bay had been interested in two of us from the Beehives—it had been between me and another player, Bert Weir. Bert Templeton picked me because I was considered an unpolished jewel—at least that’s what he told my father. I also found out Templeton had wanted to draft me that summer, but Kitchener had beat him to it.


When Templeton called, I told him my parents weren’t going to let me go. To put it bluntly, my mom was sick of the whole thing. The yo-yo effect of Junior Hockey had not impressed her in the least. North Bay was a four-hour drive from home. But mostly my parents had serious reservations about me going to my third team and third high school in five weeks. When I told Templeton my mom had had enough, he asked to speak to her.


He said, “Mrs. Kypreos, you have nothing to worry about. Nick is coming up here to play for the Centennials and go to school. I’m not going to trade him. He’s not going to come up here only to move again. He will be on my team and it is only school and hockey.” He gave her his word.


I turned to my father and said, “Dad, you’ve got to let me go. I’ll make you proud one day.” My dad thought if he didn’t let me go, I would hold it against him forever. So he gave me his blessing. The last thing he said to me before I left was, “If it doesn’t work out again, you don’t have to worry about coming back home with your tail between your legs; this will always be home for you.” I can’t begin to put into words what this meant to me, hoping to have a second try at making Junior Hockey.


I drove up with Rob Nichols, whom I barely knew, to North Bay. He had an old car with a broken heater and I could just feel the temperature dropping as we got farther north. It was only late fall. We froze. All I could think was, Where the hell are we going?


I had played in North Bay in a tournament when I was seven, but that was just for a weekend. I was too young at the time to really know or care about the temperature in North Bay, but this was ten years later and it was going to be my new home. Nichols was two years older but a natural leader already. He had style and tremendous confidence. I was a rookie and as green as you could get.
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