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Foreword

A columnist I know once wrote: “Phil Esposito fell nineteen years before the Soviet Union did. Only Esposito stood back up and blew a kiss at stone-faced Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev. Esposito and Canada then toppled the Soviet hockey empire in the famed 1972 Summit Series.”

The fall he referred to was me landing on my ass during the introductions prior to the first game in Moscow, the fifth game in the series. The Soviets were leading 2-1-1, which was a shocker to say the least and had everyone in Canada hyperventilating, except for the ones who were booing us. Brezhnev was proudly watching from a private box, figuring his boys were going to put us away in the four games on home ice and score a big win for the motherland. And, yes, I blew him a kiss and everyone around him laughed.

We went on to fall again that night, blowing a lead, losing the game, and putting ourselves in a position where we needed to win the final three games to salvage our pride and our reputation as the best hockey nation on the planet. As improbable as it once seemed that the Russians would take a stranglehold on the series, it seemed just as improbable that we would come back.

And, as if the stakes weren’t big enough already, we were fighting for our country.

There is a reason why, fifty years later, people are still talking about 1972. It’s quite simple, actually. It’s not because I got up off my ass, but because we as a team did and we won. Everybody loves a winner; nobody cares about a loser.

So, there you have it.

It was a great series, but it was also, in my opinion, something that should never have happened, at least not the way it was played. I believed it then and I believe it now. In fact, when I first got called and asked to play, I said no. Three times, in fact, I said no before Bobby Orr called and urged me to play, and I said yes. I was an NHL player—who the hell wanted to play in an exhibition series like that? And we were told it wasn’t going to be anything more than that, an exhibition series with all the intensity of an all-star game. That’s the truth. I didn’t care.

I cared about my NHL team, the Boston Bruins, the Stanley Cup champions. My brother, Tony, the reigning Vezina Trophy winner, cared about his NHL team, the Chicago Blackhawks. We had training camp coming up, and it was the first time I was making a half-decent salary. I didn’t want to get hurt in an exhibition series. Remember, there were no guaranteed contracts back then.

I also totally disagreed with us being called Team Canada and I made that perfectly clear the very first day of training camp. If we don’t have the likes of Bobby Hull and Gerry Cheevers and other stars who were going to play in the rival World Hockey Association—they’re all Canadians—how are we called Team Canada? But that was the start of the politics in a series that became very political on so many levels.

One thing I will say: if we’d had our best players (meaning the WHA guys, too) and trained for a month knowing how intense the series was going to be, the Soviets wouldn’t have been able to win a game. Okay, maybe one game—and that’s not taking anything away from them, because they were good. But I think having Bobby Hull, the rest of those WHA guys, and Bobby Orr would have made a huge difference. Anyway, there’s lots more about that in the pages ahead.

I also didn’t like that we had to play by international rules with international officials. We were the NHL, the best league in the world. So if you’re going to play the best league in the world, then you should play by their rules, not by international rules. And who sets the international rules? At the time it was a guy named Bunny Ahearne, who was the head of international hockey, and you know who he wanted to win.

That’s why I said we should never have played under those circumstances. I had no interest. None.

Having said all that, fifty years later, the competitor and Canadian in me is glad I ultimately agreed to be a part of it, even though that series took a huge toll on a lot of us and we still feel it to this day. It was supposed to be nothing more than a lopsided exhibition series (and an unwelcome interruption to summer) between the so-called amateurs from the Soviet Union (trust me, they were not amateurs in any sense of the word) and what was supposed to be the best Canadian team (like I said, it wasn’t) in the first ever best-on-best series.

Well, it turned out to become the greatest hockey series ever, one in which we had everything to lose and nothing to gain. And we did become Team Canada in the sense that, before it was over, we truly were representing our country, not just the NHL.

If we had lost—and it damned near happened, of course—would we still be talking about it today? I don’t think so. It would have been long forgotten, at least by us. But we’re still talking about 1972 because everybody loves a winner. In the end, everyone was a winner—Team Canada for sure; the Soviets feel like they were winners (and still celebrate the anniversaries) because of how well they played; and hockey fans won because the entertainment and drama was so damn good.

But only one team truly won the series on the ice!

Part of what made it the greatest series ever was that the world was a much different place in 1972. It was a hockey series with pride and bragging rights on the line, but it was also a battle of political ideals. It became country versus country, society against society. It was our way of life versus their way of life. That’s how it felt. The Russians were saying communism was better, we were saying capitalism was better. I hated communism and still do. And this battle of “political” and “social” issues was being fought on the ice. The Russians were the enemy, a big, powerful country feared on the political stage. Like I said, it wasn’t just hockey pride that was on the line, it was real-life pride.

I didn’t like them at all. I didn’t like their society. At one point in the series, I was quoted as saying I would kill to win. I did say that: “I would kill to win.” And that scared me a lot. I hated them in the beginning, and I got more emotional as the series went on. Everyone was emotional. That’s another reason why this series was like no other. That emotion, those stakes, will never be re-created.

Some exhibition series, eh!

I played my entire National Hockey League career in the United States—four seasons in Chicago; eight with Boston, which included two Stanley Cup wins; and six seasons with the New York Rangers, later becoming their general manager and coach. I was also a founder of the expansion Tampa Bay Lightning, which have gone on to win the Stanley Cup three times, the last two back-to-back. I still do colour commentary on radio for Lightning games. Yes, America has been very good to me.

But I still consider myself a proud Canadian—Sault Ste. Marie is my hometown—and my pride and the pride of all my teammates and everyone associated with that Canadian team shone through in 1972, from the shocking opening-night loss in Montreal to the struggles in the remaining games in Canada, including the fourth game in Vancouver, when we were booed by our home fans. It still hurts me to this day. I felt bad for all the guys.

What makes me really proud, looking back, is we showed the spirit that separates Canadian hockey players from the rest—our refusal to quit, no matter how dire the circumstances. Never count out a Canadian hockey player. Years later, the Russians admitted to me that until they could match our emotions, they couldn’t beat us. They were right.

Since that great series, of course, so much has changed in the world and on the ice. People over there have confirmed to me that things started to change in Russia after we won. Did it have something to do with the Soviet Union going like us and communism falling? I don’t know. But I do know it was a completely different feeling when I went over there years later. It was like being in Toronto, or New York. It wasn’t anything like what we saw in ’72, which was dreadful, not even close. Back then, they couldn’t say a word about their lifestyle; now they’re more capitalistic than us.

That series opened the door to other great international competitions, a sharing of hockey ideas that eventually led to the Soviets and Europeans coming to play in North America. I’ve often said: Russians, Canadians, Americans, Swedes. Who cares? It’s a big world. Everyone is the same. They all want to win the Stanley Cup.

As for the series—was it my finest hour? Others have said it was. I say no. For me, it was about winning the Stanley Cup, but it was a great series and it will always have a special place in my memory.

People still ask me, why did we win? It’s like I said, we never quit. That’s the trademark of the Canadian hockey player. Fast-forward to the 1987 Canada Cup, which was the 1972 for the next generation. The Canadians were behind in that three-game final against the Soviets. They lost the first game, needed double overtime to win the second, and in the final game they trailed 3–0 eight minutes in and 4–2 after the first period. But they battled back, scoring with just 1:26 left to win 6–5. Does any of that sound familiar?

But that series and so many others that have followed wouldn’t have happened without 1972. And without us winning. That’s why we’re still talking about it.

—Phil Esposito

Tampa Bay, Florida

January 2022






Introduction

1972.

For those of a certain vintage, and even for so many who don’t have black-and-white memories, 1972 is all you have to say and they will know exactly what you are referring to—the greatest hockey series ever played, a defining event in a country’s history, a tipping point for the game itself.

No matter that it was never really supposed to be quite all that. Historic, yes. Special, certainly. But it was never expected to be the greatest hockey series ever, at least not quite in the way that it ultimately turned out to be.

It was supposed to be more of a coronation, or a confirmation—or so most of Canada either thought or was led to believe. It was the first time Canada’s best professionals (or at least most of them), its National Hockey League stars, would play the so-called amateurs of the Soviet Union, who had dominated the international game for years, winning World Championships and Olympic gold aplenty. But never against the best that Canada could put on ice.

It was originally billed simply as Canada vs. USSR, but it was later renamed the 1972 Summit Series, a showdown that was long overdue, a series that was going to be a measuring stick for two hockey superpowers. And so it was.

“It was time to play,” said Team Canada goaltender Ken Dryden, who had played with the Canadian National Team and had been humbled by the Soviets a few years earlier. As such, he was maybe just a little more cautious than most with his series expectations. “The Europeans, in particular the Soviets, had run out of opponents. It was time.”

While some politicians tried to suggest it was something more culturally and politically noble, and the Soviets insisted it was about learning and growing, make no mistake: deep down it was always about declaring global hockey supremacy, plain and simple.

Most Canadians thought they knew not only how the series would end, but also how it would get there. It was going to be a romp, a walk in the park. Most of the media said it. The scouts said it. The players and fans believed it. Canada, with its professionals, was finally going to flex its muscle, stick out its chest, and teach the mysterious and brazen “amateurs” a lesson once and for all. There would no longer be any confusion as to whose game it really was.

“It was supposed to just confirm what people had been told for umpteen years,” said Team Canada defenceman Rod Seiling. “We couldn’t win the Olympics, we couldn’t win the World Championships, because we weren’t sending our best. But once we sent our best, the world would go on the way it was supposed to.”

Had the Canadians followed that imagined script, had they won all eight games handily, the series might not have become the greatest ever played, but in some ways it still would have been great.

“I think it was supposed to be [great],” said Dryden. “And it would be that in a very different way. It would be that as this incredible demonstration of us and of the strength of us and the power of us, and that’s what was going to make it this incredible event. After not having had a chance to play our best against theirs, having that chance and then going out and just demonstrating how much superior we really are—that’s what I think the greatest was supposed to be.”

“No one expected it to be the greatest,” said Team Canada defenceman Brad Park. “Not until we got our asses handed to us in the first game. It only took seven goals…”

Indeed, that shocking first game on September 2 at the steamy Montreal Forum sent nervous tremors across the country, not to mention through the Team Canada dressing room. That game turned out to be a romp, after all, but it was the Soviets applying a 7–3 beating on Team Canada, who had scored just thirty seconds into the game and again six minutes later, just the way all Canadians had expected.

But, looking at the bigger hockey picture, in many ways that series opener was far more important and impactful than any other game in the series because that night the Soviets and hockey were both winners. The Soviets proved they could play with Canada’s best, and the hockey world was about to change forever as a result, especially with how the rest of the series unfolded. All of a sudden, it was much more than just an exhibition series. It was a great series. It had to be a great series.

“That’s right,” said Team Canada coach Harry Sinden, “there was a real series when a lot of people weren’t expecting one.”

Which is why victory became more than a matter of bragging rights on the ice. It was a battle between two terrific teams, but also two different cultures. It became personal. It became political, a conflict of systems—communism versus democracy, our way of life versus theirs. But it also became a brilliant clash of two different hockey worlds and styles, a Cold War on ice.

“As the series went on, it felt like we were playing for our way of life,” said Team Canada winger Ron Ellis. “We were playing for democracy. Whoever won that series was going to have the bragging rights, and the Soviets sure wanted to win, I truly believe, to show that their way of life was better, and that they could also produce the best players in the world.”

For Team Canada, it quickly became complicated. Several of them had been reluctant to play in the first place because if it was going to be a romp, why bother? And it was cutting into their precious off-season. Most spent three weeks in August alternately having fun at night and trying to get into shape by day, but not with the conviction (at least by day) that was required, because they had been led to underestimate the enemy sight unseen. They were an oversized roster of thirty-five players assembled from ten different NHL teams, many of whom really didn’t like each other, but were now trying to put egos and personal history aside and pull together as one.

But there was no real urgency until they realized the hard way—with those seven goals on opening night—that the opponent was more than just formidable and their pride and reputations were at stake.

And there were roughly 15 million Canadians, about two-thirds of the population at the time, watching on television and suddenly agonizing and asking the question: What just happened here? In their minds, it wasn’t that the Soviets were better than advertised, it was that the Canadians weren’t as good as promised. More pressure.

“Going over there, that’s when it became a war, not a friendly international match like it was billed,” said Ellis. “Now the stakes were very, very high, representing your country, representing the NHL, representing Canadian fans, the pressures and the stress really started to build.”

With all of that, the series became even greater because of the special oneness, because of the unexpected, from the opening-night shocker, to the roller-coaster ride of emotions and all the drama, to finally a storybook ending. And because it still became an “incredible demonstration of us.” Only in a different way. A collection of moments—and one really big moment—that hockey fans of the day will never forget. Because it was different.

“A lot different,” said Dryden.

“It became a war, our society versus theirs, whether we wanted it or not,” said Team Canada star Phil Esposito, who never wanted to play in the series but soon became arguably the best in it. “I remember saying, I would have killed to win that series. Looking back, I wasn’t very proud of that, but that’s how I felt. It was war and it was hell.”

The world really was a different place back then, on and off the ice. The World Wide Web had yet to be invented, and what we knew about the Soviets, the Communists, was only what we saw on the nightly news. And we mostly didn’t like it. They frightened us. The two superpowers in world politics and the arms race were the United States and the Soviet Union. It was a divided world back then—the West and its freedom and democracy and the East growling behind the Iron Curtain. It was a Cold War. To us, the Soviets were the evil empire, the enemy, that we feared. The Soviet Union was a foreign place for many reasons, not the least of which was that back in 1972 not many Canadians, or Americans, had been outside of North America, never mind there.

“For me, I don’t like to refer to it as a war on ice, but it was a battle between two ideologies,” said Canadian forward Peter Mahovlich, whose brother, Frank, was also on the team. Their parents had left Yugoslavia before they were born and relocated in Timmins, Ontario, to get away from the Communist regime and find a better way of life. “It was communism or socialism or whatever it is. You think democracy is the best form of government. A lot of politics is based on how you perform through sports, or how well you develop technology. That’s a reason why the 1972 series was so important.”

At the time, Canada had its own issues. The country had celebrated its centennial in 1967—with the famous Expo 67 held in Montreal—and was feeling pretty good about itself. The economy was strong, and across much of the country there was a feeling of hopefulness. But it was author Pierre Berton who later referred to 1967 as Canada’s “last good year.” World events chipped away at that hopefulness, and relations between the French and English in Canada became strained. In October 1970, a terrorist organization known as the Front de libération de Québec (FLQ), which was looking to gain independence for Quebec from the rest of Canada, clashed with the federal government. There were the kidnappings of Quebec government minister Pierre Laporte and British trade commissioner James Cross that led to Prime Minister Pierre Elliott Trudeau invoking the War Measures Act. In the fall of 1972, Canada was in the midst of a federal election that would take place a month after the series ended and would be one of the closest decisions ever.

It was a nationalistic time, a time of protests and anger, and a hockey series was supposed to give us all relief from that. A distraction the country desperately needed. And ultimately it did, and what happened on the ice created a legacy that is still felt today and will be felt forever more.

“I look back now, and there was a division in Canada with the FLQ,” said Peter Mahovlich. “This series galvanized Canada and brought the country together. You’re too busy playing at the time to know. Even a deep thinker like Kenny Dryden didn’t realize it at the time. But now, fifty years later, the importance continues to grow.”

As the series progressed, after the shock and anger of the Canadian fans in the beginning turned to a rallying cry behind the Iron Curtain, it felt like Canada was a country that desperately needed to feel good and affirm a belief that its way of life was better, and its hockey was better, a country that came together for twenty-seven days in September.

“There was no such thing as a Francophone or a Westerner or anything else,” said Team Canada hero Paul Henderson. “We were all Canadians. The series brought us all together. It brought an entire country together. It was Canada playing, not Team Canada. The political feel was always there, but as we got behind [in the series] it sure as hell became war and really got ramped up. I remember saying to my wife, Eleanor, if we don’t win this series we’re going to be known as the biggest losers in the history of Canada, the worst team ever put together. That’s the difference between winning and losing. We were voted the team of the century!”

“Henderson has scored for Canada”—the five words legendary broadcasting pioneer Foster Hewitt shouted out in Luzhniki Ice Palace in Moscow.

The winning goal scored with thirty-four seconds remaining in the eighth and final game—capping off a remarkable comeback for the ages in the series and in that game—became a rallying point for a country, a defining national moment. As someone said years later, when it comes to hockey, you can’t teach Canadian. Finally, Canada’s best (those that played, anyway), proved they were the best, even if the margin was ever so slight.

For those old enough, the goal became Canada’s “where were you?” moment. For not just hockey, but life. For Americans, their moments from around that time are typically the assassination of President John F. Kennedy in 1963, or when Neil Armstrong became the first person to walk on the moon in 1969. Ours was a hockey series and a goal. Henderson has scored for Canada.

“The people who are ten years younger than me and ten years older than me,” said Peter Mahovlich, “will always remember where they were on September 28, 1972.”

“Those games from 1972, they were a part of history,” said Soviet goaltender Vladislav Tretiak. “Not knowing about them [for a Russian] is like not knowing about Alexander Pushkin [the greatest Soviet poet], or not knowing about Yuri Gagarin [the first person in space]. I know that everyone in Canada remembers that series. We also have an older generation, especially the older generation, who remember the games and where they were.

“In Canada, I know kids missed school to watch the games and how happy they were. In our country, too, people watched those games [in the middle of the night] and didn’t go to sleep. And everyone who watched them remembers and passes their memories on to their children. And, of course, today’s generation would also like to know what this miracle was all about.”

The ultimate irony is that while Canadians exploded with excitement and pride and were quick to wave the flag and proclaim they were the best and hockey was indeed their game—in the end while one team was declared the winner on the scoreboard, the truth is there was no loser in the series. The late comedian Norm MacDonald once wrote that Cold Wars don’t end in ties. He was right, but while the series may not have ended in a tie, both sides and the game ultimately won. Canada salvaged its reputation and the Soviets proved they were good enough to win. And the two hockey cultures would come together in the years ahead.

“In reality, no one can say they lost, because everyone won,” said Tretiak. “We’re still talking about the series. I think both teams—all the players, ours and the Canadians—are heroes.”

And in the end, the game was changed forever.

“We opened that window, we practically broke through that window,” added Tretiak. “These games are part of history and are unrepeatable. And as long as hockey exists, they will probably be remembered. Canadians will remember them and so will Russians. Why? Because this really was a sports jewel. Those games really were amazing.”

When it was over, amidst the celebration in the Team Canada dressing room, Dryden was quoted as saying: “When we look back on this series in twenty years, it will have been the most important.”

He was right. It still is, fifty years and counting.

1972.






CHAPTER 1 A Super Series Is Born


In July 1966, hockey power broker Alan Eagleson was entertaining at his cottage north of Toronto. The guest list included Canadian national team founder Father David Bauer; Carl Brewer, who had played seven seasons with the Maple Leafs but had regained his amateur status and was about to become one of Bauer’s leaders and trusted defencemen; and the great Bobby Orr, no introduction necessary.

Hockey, as you would expect, dominated the conversation. But Canada’s national game wasn’t the only topic on the minds of the four sporting fanatics. At the time, the World Cup of soccer was being played in England, with the host country ultimately capturing worldwide headlines and national adoration when it defeated West Germany to win its first championship.

“I’ve read a dozen stories about all sorts of guys taking credit for the series,” Eagleson said, recalling the beginnings of the 1972 Canada–Soviet Union series. “We were listening to the World Cup of soccer on the radio. I thought, ‘Why can’t we have a World Cup of hockey?’ It wasn’t just Russia and Canada then. I wanted to go far beyond that.”

In due time it would happen, of course. But first things first.

What Eagleson had in mind in 1966 did not in the short term extend beyond a hockey showdown between Canada and the Soviet Union. Many more informal and formal gatherings took place after Bobby Charlton and his England teammates became national heroes at Wembley Stadium one afternoon that late July. And many more hockey executives, administrators, bureaucrats, and politicians became involved before Phil Esposito and Paul Henderson and others would become heroes in Canada in 1972.

The prospect of a hockey super series picked up steam on the political campaign trail leading up to the June 1968 federal election. New Liberal leader Pierre Elliott Trudeau promised to investigate why Canada struggled on the international sports stage and to find ways to solve the situation.

“Here’s where you have to start: 1968, in Rossland, BC,” former Hockey Canada secretary-treasurer Chris Lang told the Globe and Mail. “Pierre Trudeau is on the campaign trail and says, ‘If I’m elected, I’m going to take a look at sport because I can’t figure out why we’re not doing well in international hockey.’ ”

Trudeau was far from being a sports nut, even though he captained his high-school hockey team at Collège Jean-de-Brébeuf in Montreal. But he did understand the importance of hockey to the country’s overall psyche, morale, and pride.

Canada was in a major slump on the international scene. Senior clubs had represented the country at the World Championship and the Olympic Games until Father Bauer instituted the national team program in the mid-1960s. But Canada had not won an Olympic gold medal in hockey since the Edmonton Mercurys in 1952 in Oslo, Norway. The country’s last World Championship victory was in 1961 in Switzerland with the Trail (BC) Smoke Eaters.

“Hockey is considered our national game, and yet, in the World Hockey Championships, we have not been able as amateurs to perform as well as we know we can,” Trudeau said.

After Trudeau won the election to become Canada’s fifteenth prime minister, he followed through on his campaign promise. His government commissioned a task force to study Canada’s hockey failures internationally, specifically at the Olympics and World Championships. Charles Rea, an oil company executive who happened to be Brewer’s father-in-law, and John Munro, the federal minister of health and welfare, headed up the endeavour.

Rea persuaded the prime minister to create Hockey Canada in February 1969 to develop solutions to Canada’s poor international record at the time. Rea hired another oil executive, Charlie Hay, as the new agency’s volunteer chairman. It was a separate organization from the Canadian Amateur Hockey Association, although the two hockey bodies merged in 1998 and became known as Hockey Canada.

The first significant deduction in 1969 as to why Canada had stumbled against powerhouses such as the Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia was that Canada was at a disadvantage having to play just their best amateur players. Canada’s strength was in the NHL, and without its best players, championship victories would continue to be hard to come by. Meanwhile, the Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia had state-sponsored national teams that spent months together training. They were amateurs it seemed in name only.

“The task force decided between February and July of 1969 that Canada was fundamentally playing with a handicap,” Lang said. “The Russians were using their top twenty players. Our top five hundred players were all in the NHL, so we were essentially using players 501 through 520, and that’s why we kept losing.”

Hay swiftly forged a relationship with Eagleson, the newly minted head of the National Hockey League Players’ Association (NHLPA), who still maintained his position as the most powerful agent (Bobby Orr’s agent) and a massive influencer in the game.

Eagleson accompanied CAHA secretary-manager Gordon Jukes and Air Canada employee Aggie Kukulowicz, a former player who acted as their interpreter, to the 1969 World Championship in Stockholm. They met with all the top hockey nations to express Canada’s increased interest in the international scene, what the country’s best players wanted to achieve, especially if the International Ice Hockey Federation would allow professionals to compete in the World Championship and Olympic Winter Games.

The IIHF and Hockey Canada agreed to a year-long trial in which Canada would be allowed to employ up to nine non-NHL professionals for tournaments such as the World Championship, which Canada was slated to host in 1970 in Montreal and Winnipeg. The first step under the agreement occurred at the prestigious Izvestia Tournament in mid-December 1969 in Moscow (Izvestia was Russia’s daily newspaper of record until its demise in 1991. The hockey tournament has been known in recent years as the Channel One Cup.)

Canada put together a lineup fortified with five pros and finished second in the six-country, round-robin tournament to the host Soviets. The Canadians actually tied the mighty Soviets, 2–2, and their only defeat was a 4–0 loss to the Czechs.

The excellent showing from Canada, with its handful of professionals, didn’t sit well with the IIHF or the International Olympic Committee, however. On January 4, 1970, the IIHF convened an emergency meeting and decided to scrap the provisional use of professionals. Hockey Canada was upset, and so was Munro. His recommendation to Hockey Canada and to the CAHA to pull its participation from future IIHF events was enacted, which also meant Canada would not host the 1970 World Championship.

Canada wound up not playing in the World Championship from 1970 through 1976 and did not enter a team for the 1972 and 1976 Olympic Games. But this development in 1970 didn’t deter Trudeau, Eagleson, and Hockey Canada officials from their pursuit of a series with the Soviets. And, after the October Crisis in the province of Quebec, later that year, the prime minister needed an event to bring the country together.

The Front de libération du Québec (FLQ) had perpetrated bombings and robberies between 1963 and 1970. In October 1970, the FLQ kidnapped British trade commissioner James Cross, as well as a Quebec minister of labour and immigration Pierre Laporte, also the province’s deputy premier. Laporte’s body was later found strangled in the trunk of a car at the Montréal Saint-Hubert Longueuil Airport. The prime minister invoked the War Measures Act, deploying one thousand soldiers from the Canadian armed forces. Cross finally was released on December 3, 1970, after fifty-nine days of being held hostage. The Canadian troops withdrew a few weeks later.

Trudeau needed something big to unify the country. So he turned to hockey, which was and continues to be so much of the identity, fabric, and heritage of Canada. The hockey rink had always been a place to escape. Trudeau turned also to the Soviet Union. He wanted to build Canada’s political relationship with the Soviets anyway during the Cold War, and his government knew of their desire to promote their way of life through sports, particularly hockey, on the big stage, such as the Olympics.

More signs that the Soviet Union was open to a possible showdown with Canadian pros came in May 1971 when Trudeau took a twelve-day trip to Moscow and other parts of the country to strengthen political relations between the two nations. Trudeau met with Soviet premier Alexei Kosygin, the country’s number two under general secretary Leonid Brezhnev. A few months later, in October, Kosygin spent a few days in Toronto and visited Trudeau in Ottawa, where he was actually attacked by a protester, and there was more hockey talk.

Several weeks after Kosygin’s visit, and after the Soviets celebrated another championship at the 1971 Izvestia Trophy tournament in December, Canadian Embassy diplomat Gary Smith came across an eye-opening newspaper column.

“One of my jobs was I had to read the government newspaper Izvestia every day,” Smith told the Globe and Mail. “One night, this was December 1971, there was a very interesting column by someone calling himself the Snowman. The Soviets had won the Izvestia tournament again, and he wrote that it was now time to play the Canadian professionals. When I saw that, I knew that you didn’t just write something like that in a Soviet paper. This guy must have some official authorization.”

Smith found out the author of the column was a reporter named Boris Fedosov. Smith invited Fedosov to the Canadian Embassy in Moscow for a consultation that also included embassy employee Peter Hancock. As a result of this get-together, next on the guest list to the embassy was Soviet Union Ice Hockey Federation general secretary Andrei Starovoitov. Smith’s feelings about the Russians’ keenness for a super series between the two countries were bolstered from these meetings. He sent word back to Ottawa through Robert Ford, the Canadian ambassador to Moscow at the time.

Soviet hockey was on a roll. The Big Red Machine had reeled off nine consecutive World Championship titles between 1963 and 1971. The Russians also celebrated gold-medal victories at the 1964 Olympics in Innsbruck, Austria (Canada was fourth), and Grenoble, France, in 1968 (Canada won bronze). They would win again in the 1972 Winter Games in Sapporo, Japan, less than two months after the Snowman’s dispatch.

The Soviet victory in Japan was significant. As the Snowman pointed out in his December 1971 column, the Big Red Machine craved a new challenge, and a third straight Olympic gold only hastened the necessity.

The closing ceremony of the 1972 Winter Games was on February 13. The 1972 World Championship in Prague was less than two months away. Officials from Canada and the Soviet Union would assemble to negotiate an arrangement for a super series during the tournament.

They met at the Hotel International in Prague. Sitting on the Canadian side of the table were Hay, Gordon Jukes, and CAHA president Joe Kryczka, a lawyer. Sport Canada director Lou Lefaive also was in Prague, advising the Canadian contingent. Starovoitov represented the Soviets, while IIHF president Bunny Ahearne and vice-president Fred Page, a Canadian and former CAHA president, were also in the room.

On April 18, 1972, an agreement was signed to play eight games, four in Canada and four in Moscow, in September, contested under IIHF rules and with amateur on-ice officials. In a strange turn of events, the Russians failed to close the deal on a tenth consecutive World Championship victory. They lost to the host Czechs 3–2 and tied Sweden 3–3 in their final two games of the double round-robin, six-country tournament, finishing 7-1-2, three points behind Czechoslovakia (9-0-1). The two games were played after the announcement of the super series.

Still, the news of the eight-game super series was met with enthusiasm in both countries. The NHL, however, was not amused.

“So they announce this series, and the minute they do, [NHL president] Clarence Campbell holds a press conference in Montreal to say there will be no such series because ‘we will not permit our players to play,’ ” Eagleson told the Globe and Mail on the fortieth anniversary of the series. “The owners said they were worried about giving up their players, their assets, without anything in return. I got Clarence and the owners onside by guaranteeing that every player would have a signed NHL contract and by guaranteeing that part of the profit would go toward the players’ pension fund.”

Toronto Maple Leafs co-owner Stafford Smythe also helped calm his fellow owners’ bluster. As a patriotic Canadian, he wanted this series to happen. He first managed to get the ownership groups in Montreal and Vancouver onside. Smythe then convinced Chicago Blackhawks owner Bill Wirtz and his Detroit Red Wings counterpart Bruce Norris about the importance of the series, conveying it was the first step towards putting together a version for hockey of the World Cup that soccer enjoyed. The hockey version would include an American side. Of course, this was Eagleson’s original concept and came to fruition in 1976 with the inaugural Canada Cup.

There still was, however, plenty to figure out for the 1972 series. Where would the games be played in Canada? Who would coach? Which players would be selected? Ticket sales and television rights also had to be ironed out. Heck, what would the Canadian team be called, and who would design the team sweaters?

“This is when Eagleson shot to the fore, fast becoming the leader and public face for all plans,” Hockey Canada board member and journalist Douglas Fisher wrote in the Toronto Sun.

Eagleson had a business connection to the ad agency Vickers and Benson. He asked creative director Terry O’Malley to come up with a sweater design. O’Malley enlisted the services of a transplanted Englishman, John Lloyd, an art director who knew little about hockey. The country quickly fell in love with Lloyd’s design of a large Maple Leaf on the sweater’s front and the word “CANADA” above the numbers on the back. In those days, the players’ names on the backs of sweaters did not exist. This was a stride in that direction.

O’Malley also convinced Eagleson to find a better team name than the NHL All-Stars. This team, after all, represented Canada, although in truth it eventually didn’t represent all the best Canadian players or all the NHL players. O’Malley and his employees brainstormed. On the shortlist were Dream Team and Team Canada, two names put forth by a copywriter from Detroit by the name of Terry Hill. Although the Dream Team was tempting, O’Malley chose Team Canada because the former seemed a little too cocky and not the Canadian way. Dream Team, of course, would become a prominent handle two decades later for the United States Olympic basketball team. On the practice sweaters, at least, it was Team Canada Équipe, fitting for a bilingual country. On the game sweaters, it was simply Canada across the shoulders on the back.

The television rights were sold to a group that included Bobby Orr Enterprises and Maple Leafs co-owner Harold Ballard for $750,000, outbidding McLaren Advertising, the rights holder to Hockey Night in Canada. The Orr-Ballard group cleared $1.2 million in profit, selling one-minute commercial time for between $12,000 and $15,000. Eagleson was the secretary of Orr Enterprises, and partnering with Ballard made for strange bedfellows. Al and Hal became hockey’s Odd Couple.

“We’re hustlers,” Eagleson told the Globe and Mail in 1972. “We’ll be able to sell the advertising. The $750,000 is the profit. The arrangement is that the first $100,000 comes to Hockey Canada [for developmental projects], and the balance is split between Hockey Canada and the National Hockey League Players’ Association. Each [Hockey Canada and the NHLPA] then contributes $25,000 for its use in international hockey.”

Eagleson hired Harry Sinden as the head coach for $15,000 and John Ferguson as the assistant coach for $10,000. The latter had only recently retired as a player, in 1971. Eagleson even struck a deal with Air Canada to fly more than three thousand Canadians to watch the games live in Moscow.

Montreal, Toronto, and Vancouver were obvious locations for three of the games because those cities had the only NHL teams in Canada at the time—the Canadiens, Maple Leafs, and Canucks, respectively. Winnipeg became the fourth location because it had lost out on the chance of co-hosting the 1970 World Championship due to the snafu with the IIHF over the use of professional players.

When Winnipeg was chosen, Eagleson and Hockey Canada could not possibly have known what would play out that off-season with Bobby Hull bolting from the Blackhawks to sign with the upstart World Hockey Association’s Winnipeg Jets, becoming the game’s first multi-millionaire player.

Even though part of the agreement between Hockey Canada and the NHL prohibited using WHA-bound players, Sinden initially named Hull to his roster of thirty-five players on July 12. Immediately, Campbell and Wirtz voiced their outrage and threatened to withdraw all of the players from the series.

Fisher, now acting Hockey Canada chairman because Hay fell ill, issued a statement that Hull would not play for Team Canada. Fisher’s words whipped up the country into a fervour. Canadians demanded Hull suit up for Canada. Trudeau didn’t miss a beat in backing the uproar. He summoned Fisher to Ottawa for a briefing on the messy matter. Fisher arrived on Parliament Hill to find an aggressive mob of reporters.

“The session inside was strained,” Fisher recalled. “We were not mutual admirers. Trudeau gestured to stacks of messages. Most demanded, he insisted, that Hull play. If Hull could not, some people wanted him to block the Soviets from coming.

“The prime minister thought we should go ahead and play Hull. Surely the NHL, noting national outrage and government support for Hull, would back off. I insisted they would not. We had no series if Hull dressed. The Americans were not Canadian patriots. Their war with the WHA for ‘stealing’ players was mean and getting meaner.

“The prime minister needled me about my cautious Canadianism, but I think the lawyer in him made him agree neither of us had the authority to breach Hockey Canada’s deal with the NHL management and players. So I went forth to tell irate reporters that playing Hull meant no team of substance, so no Hull.”

The Hull matter eventually subsided. Four players from the original roster—Hull, Gerry Cheevers, J. C. Tremblay, and Derek Sanderson—were dropped. It was time for the memorable and dramatic series to make its historic mark. But it didn’t unfold quite the way many Canadians had expected. The NHL stars didn’t run roughshod over the so-called amateurs. It was quite the contrary.

Former national team players such as Billy Harris, who also coached abroad, and Brian Conacher, who both played with the Maple Leafs, and brothers Herb and Gerry Pinder, had warned before the series that the Soviets were better than many thought.

“With the Nationals, we played against both the NHL and the Russians many times and believe me, we did better against the NHL than the Russians,” Herb Pinder told the Montreal Gazette at the time. “I know people think former members of the Nationals are prejudiced about this series, because if the NHL does badly, then it makes the Nationals look better. Time of year is a big factor. The Russians will have an edge in conditioning regardless of how hard Harry Sinden works his players. They shoot hard and they don’t waste shots. The Russian goaltending isn’t as bad as we like to believe.”

That scouting report was far more accurate than most. It also reminded that the Soviets would not be taking part in a series like this, especially with the potential political and social fallout in the fiftieth anniversary of the Soviet Union, unless they were prepared and confident they could compete and win. There was too much at stake. They may have been hoping to learn and grow and all the other rhetoric, but they came to win, or at the very least throw a mighty scare into the Canadians and prove they truly belonged at the front of the world stage, make no mistake. And so they did.

“Our expectations were based on the fact that we often played in Canada against amateur teams,” said Soviet goaltender Vladislav Tretiak. “Of course, we also watched professionals play. We liked some of the games, we didn’t like the others, but regardless the level of professional hockey was very high. We were the Olympic champions and we very much wanted to play against them. And especially our [former] coach Anatoly Tarasov, who had been dreaming for years for such an encounter. We were the best in Europe and the world. But across the ocean there were other hockey players, who were considered the strongest in the world. They would say they would defeat us by a double-digit margin and they would destroy us physically.

“Generally, there was this kind of mocking attitude, and that’s why such a series of games couldn’t be arranged for many years. But thank God it finally did happen. Thanks to Alan Eagleson, who did so much for this, and to our own hockey federation and sports ministry. We were representing all of Europe, not just the Soviet Union, because we were the champions. Therefore, these games were very important. Of course, we were very worried, we didn’t know what would happen. We had great respect for Canada as the birthplace of hockey. We went there and just wanted to show our game.”

That game was impressive. The Soviets shocked and awed and rattled the Canadians’ “it’s our game” attitude and their imagined supremacy on opening night, and went on to win twice and tie once on Canadian ice before heading home to Moscow. The sounds of booing fans followed Team Canada as they departed their home country, which felt betrayed and let down by its hockey heroes—just as Team Canada felt betrayed and let down by Canadian fans and media. All could agree, this wasn’t how it was supposed to have played out, at least not in the minds of Canadians.

“It was history,” said Soviet forward Boris Mikhailov, “where two great hockey powers of that time played against each other, with the strongest players from Canada and the Soviet Union. Each of the teams wanted to prove that it was the best at the moment… They thought they would have an easy time with us, they were mistaken big time. We taught them a lesson, that’s it.”

And as much as all of that may have hurt, it’s also what made the series great.

Yes, for hockey, it was a question of who was the best. But it all became as much about politics and real life as about the game. Hockey became a metaphor for the other, the vehicle through which supremacy in so many different aspects would be proven. It was us versus them, our politics versus theirs, our ways of life competing. During the Cold War sports became about celebrating who and what you were, a melding of competition and nationalism. Propaganda couldn’t hide what was happening on the playing field. You won, or you lost.

There had been other international sporting events that, because of the political climate in the world back then, took on a different perspective and scope. The 1972 Olympic men’s basketball final was a summit of a different kind. The Americans hadn’t lost in the Olympics since basketball began play at the 1936 Berlin Games. They had won seven straight gold medals until the Soviets surprised in a wildly controversial game, 51–50, in 1972 in Munich.

That game and upset came on September 9, one day after the Canadian leg of the Summit Series, in Vancouver, had concluded with a similar shock level. Another Soviet win in the fifth game left the Canadians with no margin for error, but incredibly, with an unwavering resolve, they would somehow prevail against all odds, achieving the unthinkable in a series that already had seen the unthinkable. How much more could there be?

“We knew this was something special then,” Eagleson recalled. “But not even we could visualize what would come out of all this.

“We made an eight-hundred-thousand-dollar profit from that series. That was it. I thought it was the start of something interesting, but I never thought it would become the business that it has over the years. International hockey has put in excess of twenty-five million dollars of new money into hockey, money that wouldn’t have been there otherwise. It has been very important for the players’ pension plan, but it has also had its rewards for the fans. It opened up the hockey world, and we’ve seen some outstanding hockey as a result.”

Eagleson played a massive role in opening the door to international hockey for Canadian professionals, as did others, including Trudeau, who, burdened with prostate cancer and Parkinson’s disease late in life, lived until September 28, 2000, the twenty-eighth anniversary of the exciting conclusion of the series, before passing away at the age of eighty.

Indeed, the 1972 Summit Series, as it became known, changed hockey forever.






CHAPTER 2 A Dream Team and Nightmare


Ultimately, the great Bobby Orr didn’t play a game in the Summit Series, but he still managed to have a profound influence on its outcome. Great ones often do that. They somehow find a way to make a difference.

Orr, the Boston Bruins superstar, who was the most valuable player and best defenceman in the NHL the previous five seasons (and three more to follow), had much-publicized and much-lamented chronic knee problems. In fact, in the spring of 1972, he was again suffering, but still managed to help lead the Bruins to a Stanley Cup championship and win the Conn Smythe Trophy as the most valuable player in the playoffs.

But doctors determined after the final that Orr required another surgery on his wounded left knee, which took place in Boston on June 6. According to reports, Orr had been advised that he shouldn’t aggressively test the knee on ice until the fall, about the time the Summit Series was set to begin, but privately he hoped that he would be ready sooner than that.

So despite that grim outlook, Orr was still named to the bloated thirty-five-man Team Canada roster and eventually did test the knee midway through training camp, arriving on August 23.

“I tried skating three weeks ago and it was no good,” Orr told reporters. “There was too much soreness in the left knee. But, on Sunday, I put in an hour of skating and shooting [at his Orr-Walton sports camp] and there are no ill effects. So, I may as well do my skating with the guys at Team Canada camp. At the same time, I can step up therapy I should be doing anyway.”

Orr suggested, if all continued to progress well, that he might be ready to play in the final four games in the Soviet Union. Alas, that didn’t happen, but Orr remained with the team throughout the series, and his presence was noticed and welcomed.

“Bobby tried to play,” said Maple Leafs winger Ron Ellis. “My respect for Orr was always great, but even more after that series. He couldn’t play, but he stuck with the team. It was very helpful to our morale to have him around. He could have been sitting at home, but he stuck with us all the way.”

“Anytime you lose a Bobby Orr that’s a big blow,” said Rangers defenceman Rod Seiling. “He’s maybe the best player to ever play the game. You can’t replace him. So we started off one key man short.”

Not that any of the players truly doubted they wouldn’t still win without him, especially when Orr made sure that the next best player, the NHL’s most prolific scorer and reigning scoring champion—66 goals and 133 regular-season points—was on the ice at Maple Leaf Gardens when training camp opened on Sunday, August 13. But it took some convincing to get Phil Esposito there.

“The first call I got asking me to play I said no, that was from, I believe, Eagleson,” said Esposito, who spent his summers in his hometown of Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario, running a hockey school with his brother, Tony, the brilliant goaltender with the Chicago Blackhawks. “We were at the hockey school and I got called off the ice to talk to Eagleson. I said I didn’t want to play. The second phone call I got was from Harry Sinden. I said no again because Tony was adamant he didn’t want to do it. Tony said, ‘Don’t you put me in that position, I don’t want to do that.’ ” Playing would have meant closing down the summer hockey school and losing that income. “I said, okay, brother, I’ll tell him no. And I told them no again.

“The third phone call I got was from Bobby Orr. Now, I wasn’t going to turn down my teammate and my friend. Bobby called and said, ‘Phil, I can’t play, my knee is bad. We really need you and your brother.’ I said ‘Bob, geez, I have to give up my hockey school. I’ve got to give all these people their money back.’ He said, ‘I understand, but we need players. It’s just going to be a fun time anyway.’ That’s what he said. A fun time, like an exhibition all-star game. I said, ‘Bob, I don’t know, let me talk to Tony and I’ll call you back.’

“So, when we got off the ice after the next session, I told Tony, ‘I gotta go. I’m going.’ And he said, ‘Are you shitting me? You promised me.’ I said, ‘Tony, I gotta do it because Bobby asked me to do it. Not Eagleson, not Harry—Bobby. He’s my teammate, he’s my friend and I’ll do it for him. If I asked him to do something, I would expect him to say yes to me. I would.’ That’s the truth, I did it for Bobby Orr—not for Eagleson, not for the country, not for anybody. I did it because Bobby Orr asked me.

“We had two weeks left in the hockey school, so we had to figure out how to give back all the money. Gene Ubriaco [a former player], who was also with the school, went crazy and said, ‘How could you do this to us?’ I said, ‘I don’t know what to say to you, Bobby asked me so I’m going.’ I told Tony, ‘If you don’t want to go, you don’t have to.’ He said, ‘How the hell am I going to stay away if you go?’ He was right. He had no choice. Let’s not forget, Tony had won the Calder Trophy [rookie of the year] a couple of years earlier, when he had fifteen shutouts, which is still the record [for most shutouts in the regular season]. And he had just won the Vezina Trophy. Quite frankly, I’m sure glad he did come because we would have never won that series if it wasn’t for my brother, Tony. He stopped the bleeding a couple of times.”

While it took a lot of arm-twisting to convince the brothers Esposito to sign up, convincing Harry Sinden had been easy. He was officially introduced as head coach on June 7 during NHL meetings in Montreal, and given a $15,000 salary. He had led the Bruins to a Stanley Cup victory in 1970, their first in twenty-nine years, but had been out of hockey for a couple seasons. He had asked the Bruins for a modest raise after his Cup win, but was denied, so on principle Sinden decided to leave and take a job with a home construction business in Rochester, New York.

“Like always, the fight was over money,” said Sinden, who grew up in Weston, Ontario, a suburb of Toronto. “I left a job for a difference of five thousand dollars and today they leave for a difference of five million. I never did want to leave the Bruins, we’d just won the Cup, but three days later, I left. That’s another story. It’s funny, but when I got the call from Al [Eagleson], strangely enough it coincided with the company going bankrupt. I was probably going to be looking for work shortly. I was at Cape Cod vacationing when I got the call. We drove back, I went to my office, and they took the keys to my car. I had to take a cab home. So, I was out of the business at that time. When I got the call from Alan, let’s just say it was good timing.”

In some ways, Sinden was a surprise choice, given he had been on the sidelines for two seasons, but in some ways he wasn’t. He had only coached in the NHL for four seasons, all with the Bruins, but in that fourth season, with the likes of Orr and Esposito and a strong supporting cast, they did bring that elusive Stanley Cup to Boston. As well, from the first day of training camp until the day the airplane touched down in Montreal and Toronto when the series was over, it was a fifty-day commitment for players, coaches, trainers, and management. And one much more stressful and intense than originally thought.

Not many coaches employed in the fourteen-team NHL at the time (about to expand to sixteen teams that upcoming season) would necessarily have wanted to make that kind of commitment, or would even have been allowed to by their team owners, because NHL training camps would already have been well underway by the time the series ended. In fact, not many of the owners were enthused with the concept of the series to begin with.

“It did surprise me to be asked,” said Sinden, who turned forty midway through the series. “But then again, I was also available. A lot of coaches weren’t because their teams were going to start up training camps. From a timing standpoint it worked out perfect for me.”

In addition to his NHL experience, Sinden had competed internationally as a player, winning a silver medal with the Kitchener-Waterloo Dutchmen in the 1960 Winter Olympic Games at Squaw Valley. A defenceman, Sinden was also the captain of the Whitby Dunlops, who defeated the Soviet Union in the gold medal game at the 1958 World Championships in Oslo, Norway. So he knew the Soviets, how they played, how they thought—and how good they were. As with everyone else who had seen the Soviets play, or had played against them, however, it was one thing to know how skilled and well conditioned and prepared they would be, it was another to contemplate how that would measure up against the mighty NHL players. Even Sinden, as respectful as he was, never envisioned what would unfold in the series ahead.

In a somewhat surprising move, Sinden selected former Montreal Canadiens winger John Ferguson to be his assistant coach. Ferguson, who was tough and talented and had won the Stanley Cup five times, had retired in 1971 after eight seasons with the Canadiens. Sinden had even offered to add Ferguson to the playing roster, but he declined, preferring instead just to coach.

“The thinking was to find the right liaison between me and the players because I only really knew the Boston players, and Fergie had such high respect amongst all the players in the league for a number of reasons,” explained Sinden. “He came highly recommended by Alan Eagleson and a couple of others. I had never met John personally, although I certainly knew far too much about him as a player [the Bruins and Habs being archrivals]. I looked forward to working with him. He was new at it, so he was very eager—attentive and very helpful.”

And Ferguson brought an intensity that would soon be much needed by Team Canada.

When he was introduced as head coach, Sinden said he would select thirty-five players—a number he couldn’t live without and ultimately a number he couldn’t live with—to attend training camp in Toronto. He also said it would be difficult to not include on that roster Chicago Blackhawks star winger Bobby Hull, who at the time was still being wooed by the upstart World Hockey Association with hockey’s first multi-million-dollar contract. At first, Sinden said Hull would not be invited, then soon after said he would, “wherever he is.”

After Ferguson was hired, he and Sinden sat down and put together their invite list, which included four potential WHA players—Hull, goaltender Gerry Cheevers and centre Derek Sanderson of the Bruins, and defenceman J. C. Tremblay of the Montreal Canadiens.

Interestingly, when the Summit Series was first announced, Hull said he wasn’t interested in playing. Then again, he was asked shortly after the Blackhawks had been eliminated from the Stanley Cup playoffs and well before he did sign with the WHA Winnipeg Jets. Hull argued the schedule was already too long and the players didn’t need to be playing in a high-pressure series in the fall. His attitude would change after he signed with the Jets on June 27. Regardless, on July 12, Dan Proudfoot reported in the Globe and Mail that Doug Fisher, who was the chair of the Hockey Canada executive committee, said the agreement with the NHL to allow the players to participate stated that no player was eligible unless they were signed with an NHL team before August 13, the opening day of training camp.

There were a variety of theories as to why Canadian players who signed, or were about to sign, with WHA teams would be excluded, including litigation and insurance coverage. And the NHL wasn’t keen on showcasing “rival” talent. There was a stir across the country from fans outraged that Hull wasn’t being allowed to play—“To Hull with Russia” was the rallying cry—but the bottom line is, the original thirty-five-man roster was revised to delete the four WHA players. The NHL with its inner workings with Hockey Canada saw to that. Eagleson, a lawyer by trade and as brazen as they came, thought about naming Hull to the roster with the hope that public opinion might sway the NHL. No chance.

So, Bruins goaltender Eddie Johnston replaced his partner Cheevers; Maple Leafs defenceman Brian Glennie replaced Tremblay; and Blackhawks centre Stan Mikita replaced Sanderson. And there was no Hull, replaced in name by Rick Martin.

“Yeah, I think it mattered,” said Ellis. “If we’d had some of them, like Hull, it might not have gone to eight games to decide the outcome. We would have welcomed them with open arms.”

“I didn’t really care one way or another,” said Maple Leafs winger Paul Henderson. “We didn’t need them, we had enough firepower. Even to this day I believe that. The only guy who would have changed anything would have been Bobby Orr, who was hurt. Bobby Hull? We had lots of goal scorers. That didn’t concern me. In fact, I’m glad he wasn’t there, he’s a left winger like me.”

Indeed, had Hull been included, then perhaps the eventual series hero might not have been invited, even though he had almost declined the invitation himself.

“My wife, Eleanor, and I did have plans that summer,” said Henderson. “We had planned a trip to Europe. But when you stopped to think about it, it was ‘I’ve got to do this, I’ve got to represent my country.’ We hemmed and hawed for a bit, but it quickly went by the wayside.”

Beyond the WHA issues, there was considerable speculation that Eagleson, a prominent player agent in addition to being a major influencer of the series, had a loud voice in the invite process, heavily promoting his clients, something that wasn’t lost on the players and others around the team. It was just another divide of sorts that had to be overcome.

“We had a long list that we pared down to thirty-five, which is an awful lot to try to manage,” said Sinden. “I can remember Fergie and I, we had some help, we’d often call some other coaches and managers around the league, get their opinions, but we eventually narrowed it. We got some turndowns, too, out of necessity for the players.”

A few of those rejections included Rangers centre Walt Tkaczuk, who was running his own hockey school in the Kitchener, Ontario, area, and Canadiens defenceman Jacques Laperriere, whose wife was pregnant and experiencing complications. Rangers goalie Ed Giacomin was coming off knee surgery and declined, while Bruins defenceman Dallas Smith simply couldn’t leave his family farm. A lot of players back in the day either had summer jobs, hockey schools, or worked on their family farms. With Laperriere a late scratch, his Montreal teammate Guy Lapointe was added to the roster, deciding to attend even though his wife was pregnant, due to give birth sometime during the series.
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