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To my pal, Jimmy Devellano, who helped build
a dynasty on Long Island and then did a
wonderful encore in Detroit.
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And to my coaching buddies, Scott Bowman,
Barry Smith, and Dave Lewis.
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INTRODUCTION

When the Detroit Red Wings are singled out as a distinguished member of the National Hockey League’s Original Six, the historical significance is twofold. On the one hand, Detroit’s franchise dates back to the league’s early expansion into the U.S. during the late 1920s. On the other hand, the Winged Wheel, which adorns the Red Wings’ jersey, actually has its roots in the very origins of hockey.

It was the Montreal Athletic Association—otherwise known as the Winged Wheelers—which won the very first Stanley Cup. And it was the MAA’s flying wheel logo that caught the eye of Detroit sportsman Jim Norris whose fortune put the Red Wings on the map. It was Norris who selected the name Red Wings for the hockey club after it had previously been known as the Cougars and the Falcons.

Few teams in any sport have been so steeped in history as the Motor City’s hockey franchise. Nor have many been more successful.

Between Norris’s leadership at the owner’s level and Jack Adams’s management genius, Detroit won two straight Cups in the mid-1930s and another in the midst of World War II.

But it wasn’t until the post-WWII years that Adams’s marvelous farm system paid its richest dividends. For a decade starting in the late 1940s, the Red Wings set a new standard of excellence, both in the regular season and in the playoffs. From 1948 to 1955, Detroit put together seven straight first-place teams. And beginning with a pulsating double overtime win in the seventh game of the 1950 Finals, the Wings won four Stanley Cups in six years.

Such luminaries as Gordie Howe, Ted Lindsay, Terry Sawchuk, and Sid Abel set a tradition that has been maintained in the past decade. Under the ownership of Mike and Marian Ilitch, the Red Wings have continued among the NHL’s elite. When the Hitches gave Jimmy Devellano the administrative reins in 1982, Jimmy D laid the foundation for Stanley Cups that would come in 1997 and 1998.

With Ken Holland as General Manager and living legend Scotty Bowman as coach, Detroit served notice into the new millennium that it is deservedly called Hockeytown, USA. Steve Yzerman, Chris Osgood, Sergei Fedorov, Brett Hull, Chris Chelios, and Vladimir Konstantinov may have replaced the Howes, Lindsays, and Delvecchios, but the luster of stardom shines at Joe Louis Arena as it once did at Olympia Stadium.

This book attempts to capture the feel of the Red Wings both past and present, acknowledging in detail the stars and their most memorable moments.
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GORDIE HOWE

BORN: Floral, Saskatchewan, March 31, 1928

DIED: June 10, 2016

POSITION: Right Wing

NHL TEAMS: Detroit Red Wings, 1946-71; Hartford Whalers, 1979-80

AWARDS/HONORS: NHL First All-Star Team, 1951-54, 1957, 1958, 1960, 1963, 1966, 1968-70; NHL Second All-Star Team, 1949, 1950, 1956, 1959, 1961, 1962, 1964, 1965, 1967; Art Ross Trophy, 1951, 1952, 1953, 1954, 1957, 1958, 1960, 1963; Lester Patrick Trophy, 1967; NHL All-Star Game 1948-55, 1957-65, 1967-71, 1980; Hockey Hall of Fame, 1972

He isn’t called Mister Hockey for nothing.

Gordie Howe has been called a number of other things as well. Like the greatest all-around hockey player who ever lived, certainly the most renowned stickhandler ever to grace the city of Detroit and possibly the finest athlete ever to play pro in the state of Michigan.

No athlete in any sport has withstood the test of time as well as this Western Canadian, nor has any withstood physical punishment for so long and excelled at such a high level. In that sense, Howe clearly surpasses Wayne Gretzky.

Ironically, the beginning of Gordie Howe’s Detroit saga coincided with the retirement of another Red Wing with the same surname. Syd Howe—no relation to Gordie—had been a splendid National Hockey League forward who retired at the close of World War II. It was precisely then that the new Howe arrived in the Motor City. Remarkably, the Howe named Gordie would remain a Red Wing from 1946 through 1971.

There have been many descriptions of Howe’s artistry and strength from friend and foe alike. Perhaps the pithiest of all came from a New York Rangers right wing who played against Howe during the 1954-55 season.

In a moment of understated drollery, Aldo Guidolin, an opponent of Howe, once remarked, “Gordie plays a funny kind of game; he doesn’t let anyone else touch the puck!”

Howe was a right wing possessed of extraordinary strength in a body measuring six feet, one inch and 200 pounds, at a time when that was considered huge by league standards. Howe’s armament was the most formidable the game has known. “His shot was uncanny,” said goalie Glenn Hall, a Hall of Famer, “because it would come at the net in so many different ways.”

Unique among superstars, Howe was an ambidextrous stickhandler who would deliver a remarkably accurate shot with so fluid a motion that goalies frequently failed to see the puck leave Gordie’s stick.

Howe’s credentials said it all. He won the Hart Trophy as the NHL’s most valuable player in 1952, 1953, 1957, 1958, 1960, and 1963. “He was not only the greatest hockey player I’ve ever seen,” said defenseman Bill Gadsby, himself a Hall of Famer, “but also the greatest athlete.”

Skating for the Red Wings, with whom he spent most of his professional career (1946-71), Gordie led the NHL in scoring in 1951, 1952, 1953, 1954, 1957, and 1963.

It has been said that hockey is a game of mistakes. And when one considers that players employ artificial feet (skates), artificial arms (sticks) and maneuver on an artificial surface (ice), it is not surprising that errors are part of the game’s fabric. Yet Howe was a flawless performer in a flawed and often brutal pastime.
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He’s called Mr. Hockey for good reason. Nobody—not even Wayne Gretzky—could match Gordie Howe’s total skills as a performer.
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Gordie Howe

Two episodes define the essential Howe. The first occurred on a night in March 1950, when a collision nearly ended his life at the age of 22. The Red Wings had taken on their bitter rivals, the Toronto Maple Leafs, in the opening round of the Stanley Cup playoffs.

Ted “Teeder” Kennedy, the Leafs’ captain and center, was carrying the puck toward the Wings’ zone when Howe swerved diagonally across the ice to intercept his foe. A split second before Gordie connected, Kennedy pulled up and, according to the Red Wings, fouled Howe with his stick. Gordie was catapulted into the wooden sideboards, and he crumpled to the ice with a fractured skull. Removed to a hospital, Gordie was considered a goner. His mother was summoned from distant Saskatchewan and, at best, it was presumed that if he did manage to survive, Howe would never again play professional hockey. A year later he was the league’s scoring leader.

The second incident took place during a regular-season game between the Wings and the New York Rangers. Howe had learned from the Kennedy affair that, for survival in the ice jungle, it was essential to hit first, keep the elbows high, and ask questions later. “Gordie,” explained Islanders’ general manager Bill Torrey, “would simply psych out his enemies.”

Rangers coach Phil Watson had assigned his big, rambunctious left wing Eddie Shack the dubious task of checking Howe. At one point the two collided behind the Rangers’ net, whereupon Shack’s teammate, Lou Fontinato, then regarded as the NHL’s best fighter, pushed in and began flailing at Gordie. It was the worst move in Fontinato’s career.

Referee Art Skov, who was only three feet away from the battlers, described the ensuing blows: “Howe began smashing him with lefts and rights and then fired an uppercut that broke Lou’s nose. I just stood back and said, ‘No way I’m going to break up this one.’ Big George Hayes was the other linesman in the game, and he told me to stay out of it. Howe cleaned Fontinato like you’d never seen.”

It was a measure of Howe’s absolute superiority over all challengers that he not only outperformed but also outlasted the aces with whom he was most frequently compared. In the early 1950s the standard argument was: “Who’s better, Gordie Howe or Maurice Richard?” Yet upon his retirement in 1960, Richard was the first to allow that Howe was the best of them all. “Gordie,” said Richard, “could do everything.”

Howe was already an NHL star when Bobby Orr was born in 1948. And Gordie was still in the majors when Orr retired as an NHL defenseman in 1979. Neither Richard nor Orr, nor any other skater for that matter, could compare with Howe when it came to surviving the test of time.

Ironically, as a youngster Gordie suffered severe doubts about his ability to make a career out of hockey, although from the moment of his NHL debut, he had winner written all over him. Even after he led all scorers in the 1949 playoffs, Gordie wondered how he rated against the Richards and Kennedys. “I still wasn’t sure I was a star,” Howe explained. “When I went home to Saskatchewan that summer, I started playing baseball again. One day, a kid came up for my autograph, and while I signed it, he said, ‘Mister Howe, what do you do in the winter?”’

In 1971 Gordie played his last game for the Red Wings and accepted what he later, sadly, discovered was an innocuous front-office job. After two years of inactivity, Gordie executed one of the most astonishing comebacks in sports history. At age 45, he signed with the Houston Aeros of the World Hockey Association. Among his teammates were his sons Mark and Marty. Slower perhaps but no less superb, Gordie orchestrated the Aeros the way Leonard Bernstein conducted the New York Philharmonic. Houston won the AVCO World Cup and the WHA tide. That done, Gordie was selected to play for Team Canada against the Soviet AllStar team. Having shown the Russians the tricks of his trade, Howe returned to Houston and led the Aeros to another AVCO Cup in 1975.
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Gordie Howe’s wrist shot was a deadly weapon. He beats Hall of Famer Glenn Hall of the Blackhawks in a game at Olympia Stadium.

Gordon Howe was born March 31, 1928, in Floral, Saskatchewan, near the city of Saskatoon. Gordie was the fourth of nine children born to Catherine and Albert Howe. The Howes were a loving family, but like so many others living through the Great Depression, they were poor.

“The only equipment I had was skates,” Howe remembered, “and a stick. I took magazines and mail order catalogs, stuck ’em in my socks and had shin pads. I tied ’em together with rubber bands made from inner tubes. We played with tennis balls instead of a puck. The ball would get so hard from the cold [often 30-40 degrees below zero, Fahrenheit], we’d have to get new ones all the time. A woman next door used to warm them up in an oven for us.”

Despite the hardship, Gordie recalled his youthful hockey years with affection. Long after he had established himself as the game’s greatest star, he acknowledged that his most fervent wish was to skate on a line with his eldest sons, Mark and Marty. That wish came true on February 17, 1971.

“It was,” said Howe, “the game I’ll never forget.” It was an exhibition charity match—the Detroit Red Wings against the Junior A Red Wings. Gordie skated alongside his kids, who then played for the Junior club. It was then that Gordie perceived what other hockey scouts later would realize—that Mark Howe possessed many of the same ice gifts as his dad.

No matter where Howe skated, his trademark—effortless excellence—made an impression on critics. “Gordie had the ability and the knack for making the difficult plays look easy, routine,” said Chicago Blackhawks vice president Tommy Ivan, who had coached Howe in Detroit.

He was no less appreciated in Hartford, where he emigrated with his two boys in 1977 to play for the WHA Whalers. When Hartford was admitted to the NHL in 1979, Gordie returned to his former hunting grounds and drew capacity crowds as a Whaler. They wanted to see whether the 50-year-old grandfather could skate with young Turks like Bryan Trottier, Marcel Dionne, and Wayne Gretzky.

“Gordie proved that he could,” said Whalers president Howard Baldwin. “In our first year in the NHL, we were the only former WHA team to make the playoffs. We can thank Gordie for that.”

Howe retired at the age of 51, but remained close to the game in various capacities for another two decades.

In 32 years, Gordie scored 975 goals, had 1,383 assists and tallied 2,358 points, totals exceeded only by Gretzky. But most of Howe’s points were obtained when the value of a goal in a defense-oriented game was considerably more than it is today. He was an incredibly gifted forward, an accomplished defensive player, revered as a team man and the only player to have dominated three eras—the postwar NHL, the Golden Era of the 1960s and the Expansion Era.

“Hockey,” Gordie liked to say, “is a man’s game.” In that game, Gordie Howe was the man.

Howe’s death on June 10, 2016 was followed by an overwhelming outpouring of affections and testimonials.

Wayne Gretzky, who had idolized Howe in his youth, was among those who called Gordie the greatest player he had known. Other Hall of Famers seconded the motion.

Those who remember Howe’s retirement from the Red Wings and later return to the ice with the Houston Aeros and New England Whalers rated that as the hockey comeback to end all comebacks. What made it so special was that Howe remained an effective player when the Whalers were admitted to the National Hockey League.

Whether Howe was the greatest player in hockey history is a moot point since styles of hockey have changed almost every decade. In this author’s opinion, the answer has to be yes in Howe’s favor.

He was the only ambidextrous star in the annals of the NHL. He could—and did—play defense as well as anybody if necessary; and he proved it with the Red Wings. During his lengthy career—unlike Gretzky and others who needed bodyguards—Gordie fought his own battles and was the best fighter in the league. He was as good a playmaker as he was scoring goals. Any further praise for Mr. Hockey would be like gilding the rose or painting the lily.
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In his prime, Gordie Howe had the perfect build for a hockey player. He was one of the biggest and strongest skaters and rarely was knocked down in front of the net. Here, he beats Chicago’s Glenn Hall while teammate Johnny Wilson watches the puck hit the twine.
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STEVE YZERMAN

BORN: Cranbrook, British Columbia, May 9, 1965

POSITION: Center

NHL TEAMS: Detroit Red Wings, 1983-2006; Vice President and General Manager, Tampa Bay Lightning, 2010-present

AWARDS/HONORS: NHL All-Rookie Team, 1984;

Lester B. Pearson Award, 1989; Conn Smythe Trophy, 1998;

Frank J. Selke Trophy, 2000; Bill Masterton Memorial Trophy, 2003; Lester Patrick Trophy, 2006; NHL First All-Star Team, 2000;

NHL All-Star Game, 1984, 1988-93, 1997, 2000;

Hockey Hall of Fame, 2009

Throughout his illustrious career, Steve Yzerman has heard all the praise and accolades that the captain of a two-time Stanley Cup championship team rightfully receives. He has shown it all—determination, grit, perseverance, leadership, and resiliency.

But one word best personifies this native of British Columbia: loyalty.

Playing in an era where hockey players quickly bolted teams for the almighty dollar, Yzerman never wavered from his undying spirit and loyalty for his one and only team, the Detroit Red Wings.

“I love playing in Detroit,” said Yzerman. “I feel honored to play for an Original Six team that has so much tradition both on and off the ice. To play my whole career here is something that I want to do.” And he did!

But were it not for the sweet-talking of then-Detroit general manager Jimmy Devellano, Yzerman might have played on Long Island. The Islanders were his favorite team while he was groing up outside of Ottowa in suburban Nepean.

As a youth, Yzerman idolized Islanders’ Hall of Famer Bryan Trottier. Trottier could systematically read a game, showing his offensive skills when need be, or playing a more controlled and disciplined game when times warranted.

“I grew up loving the Islanders ever since they first joined the league,” said Yzerman. “Trottier was my hero growing up. That’s who I patterned myself after. He’s the reason why I wear No. 19.”

Moments before the 1983 NHL Entry Draft, Yzerman almost got his wish to play on the Island. Detroit owner Mike Ilitch, who had purchased the club just a year earlier on June 22, 1982, nearly pulled the trigger on a deal that would have sent Yzerman to the defending Stanley Cup-champion Islanders.

The Red Wings had the fourth overall pick that year, thanks to their lackluster 57-point season. In addition, the club was in the midst of one of the most lackluster periods in its rich history. For 14 straight seasons, Detroit had ended the regular season with a record below .500. And not surprisingly, attendance lagged.

Determined to begin a new era, Ilitch wanted to select the offensively dynamic Pat LaFontaine, who was from nearby Waterford, Michigan. According to Ilitch, LaFontaine was just what the Red Wings needed at that time. He possessed great speed, an uncanny stickhandling ability, and more importantly from a marketing standpoint, good looks and charisma.

The Islanders, who were to draft one slot ahead of Detroit, had also planned to select LaFontaine. Ilitch talked to the New York brass about possibly swapping picks, enabling him to select his prized player. He was even prepared to pay the Islanders an extra $1 million bonus for the rights to LaFontaine.
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Detroit captain Steve Yzerman spent his entire playing career with the Detroit Red Wings.
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Yzerman is considered one of the hardest working Red Wings.

But Devellano knew better. He quickly persuaded Ilitch to go with Yzerman, who was playing junior hockey for the Peterborough Petes of the Ontario Hockey League. Devellano argued that Yzerman might not have LaFontaine’s scoring prowess but was the kind of player around whom the Red Wings could rebuild their struggling franchise.

Ilitch relented. Soon after Brian Lawton, Sylvain Turgeon, and LaFontaine were selected, the Red Wings picked Yzerman.

“Well, if I did wind up with the Islanders,” Yzerman would later say, “I wouldn’t have been able to wear No. 19.”

Yzerman’s toughness as a hockey player has never been questioned. But “Captain Cup,” as his adoring fans in Detroit call him, suffered through some horrible and downtrodden times while ascending to the summit.

“I don’t think I’m unlucky,” he said. “Things happen. Not just to me, but to all players. A lot of good things have happened to me.”

But before the good came the not-so-good.

In the opening game of the 1984 Canada Cup Tournament, Yzerman crashed heavily into the boards at the old Montreal Forum. The collision resulted in a hip-pointer and knocked the youngster out of the game. After the contest, Yzerman was barely able to walk, and his status for the rest of the tournament was in jeopardy.

But showing the determination and fortitude that would become his trademark, Yzerman rebounded after missing just four games. He returned to the lineup to help Team Canada win the event, even though he accumulated no points in the four games that he played.

In March 1988, Yzerman tore ligaments in his right knee during the same game in which he scored his 50th goal of the season. He missed the final 15 games of the regular season as well as the first two playoff rounds.

On April 14, 1994, Yzerman sprained his right knee on the final night of the regular season, with just two minutes remaining in the contest. The Red Wings collected 100 points that season, but Yzerman’s injury ruined the team’s chances of hoisting the Stanley Cup.

He missed the first four games of Round 1 of the playoff series against San Jose, returning for Game 5, but was a nonfactor for the rest of the series. The Red Wings were upset by the upstart Sharks in seven games.

“Steve has always felt the need to carry the weight of the team on his shoulders,” said assistant coach Dave Lewis

“Not only is he great in terms of how he has played, but he’s been an inspiration to others because they see him playing in pain,” said general manager Ken Holland. “There have been times when it was almost like he grabbed the team and said, ‘I will find a way to lead you to victory,’ and then he would do it.”

“Steve works so hard, he deserves only the best in this game,” said former teammate Bob Errey. “He’s genuine; not a phony in a game full of them.”

Steve Yzerman was born on May 9, 1965, in Cranbrook, British Columbia. His family moved to Nepean when he was young and instilled in Steve the values of a good attitude and hard work.

As a youngster, he always dreamed of hoisting the Stanley Cup. But as a professional, that dream was slowly evaporating, as the Red Wings improved during his early years but couldn’t seem to get to the next level.

In 1993, the Red Wings hired Scotty Bowman to be their coach. He had already won the Stanley Cup six times when he was hired by Mike Ilitch. Bowman immediately instituted a defensive style of play, much to the chagrin of his captain, Yzerman.

Nonetheless, Bowman decided to change the way his captain played. He knew that Yzerman had the offensive skills, but for the team to succeed and take its game to another level, it required Yzerman to become an even smarter, more disciplined player.

“Steve made a conscious effort to change his style and play the way Scotty wanted,” said teammate Brendan Shanahan. “But then he went back to doing some of the other things he could do offensively as well. I think sometimes one of the first things you do when you start playing Scotty’s style is you err on the side of caution, and I think Stevie’s come full circle. He knows his game, he knows his defensive game, and now he’s going out and attacking, too.”

During the lockout-shortened 1994-95 season, the Red Wings’ Stanley Cup Finals opponent was the Eastern Conference’s New Jersey Devils. Yzerman and his teammates were confident that they could beat Jacques Lemaire’s trap and bring Detroit the silver mug. But New Jersey beat Detroit at every facet of the game, sweeping the Red Wings four games to none. It was an embarrassing loss, especially for the captain.

“The thing that I’m surprised about is getting swept and losing,” a dejected Yzerman said afterward. “I didn’t expect that. I thought we’d have more success against them. I thought eventually we’d be able to persevere and get through their defensive shell. Obviously, we couldn’t do that.

“I think the key to the whole series was after Game 1. We not only lost that game, but we were outshot [28-17]. We were sort of bewildered. But I thought that if we came out in Game 2 and only recorded another 17 shots that we would need to change things up. We ended up managing 18 shots in Game 2, and that was pretty much it for us.”

Undaunted, the Wings reached the Stanley Cup Finals for the second time in three years in 1997. Their opponent was the Eric Lindros–led Philadelphia Flyers. Before the series, pundits salivated over the matchup between Detroit’s disciplined style and the physical style of the Flyers. But everyone knew who the key was for Detroit.

“Stevie is playing unbelievable hockey for us right now, killing penalties and playing on the power plays,” said teammate Kris Draper. “You see the fire in his eyes, and that definitely rubs off on you.”

Yzerman anxiously awaited the start of the series, wanting desperately to throw off the albatross of playoff failure.

“The last couple of years we’d play well defensively, and the strongest weapon we had was our explosiveness,” he said before Game 1. “This year, we’ve been content with not being as explosive, and the players are more comfortable. It’s going to be one of those games where we fight along the boards, dump it in and dump it out and wait for a scoring chance to happen. I think we’re more able to wait than we have in the past because we don’t have the explosiveness.”

Before the series, and perhaps as a motivating ploy, coach Bowman paid his seasoned veteran the ultimate compliment.

“Steve doesn’t take a second off,” he said. “There are a select few players who show up for every game and every practice. That’s why they get to where they are. [Wayne] Gretzky was like that. Bobby Orr was like that. [Guy] Lafleur was like that in Montreal.

“We try to encourage them to take time off, but they don’t want it. You never have to push them. They push themselves.”

His teammate and card-playing buddy Joey Kocur offered this analysis of Yzerman’s questioned ability to lead a team to a Stanley Cup victory.

“Steve has always been more of a quiet leader,” said Kocur. “This year he has stepped up more and he’s saying his piece a little more. Before, he didn’t know what to say or how to say it because a lot of players were older than him. He was a young captain. But if he sees something going on now, he’s the first one to step in and straighten it out.”
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Yzerman celebrates winning hockey’s ultimate prize.

In the locker room after St. Louis had humiliated the Red Wings 4-0 in Game 4 of Round 1, Yzerman lashed out first and foremost at himself, then calmly but emphatically went on to explain to his teammates what the team’s problem was. The silence in the room as the captain spoke was deafening. But his comrades got the message.

“He was putting a lot of pressure on himself, and us as well,” said Shanahan as he described Yzerman’s monologue. “When you say something like he did, the first thing you have to take care of is yourself. He went out and scored the first goal of the next game.”

Detroit won Game 5 by a score of 5-2, aided by Yzerman’s 80-foot slap shot, which staked the Red Wings to an early lead. His teammates soon followed, and the Red Wings qualified for the showdown with the Flyers in the Finals by winning 10 of their next 12 games.

The elusive ring was just four wins away.

“As you’ve been in the league a few years, you get to know more guys, and a lot of your friends have won Stanley Cup rings,” Yzerman said. “Envy isn’t the word, but you dream of the day you get a chance to win one. I’m excited to have another opportunity.

“But my approach is to have fun. My desire to win the Cup hasn’t changed at all, but I’m not consumed by it now. I want to experience the celebration of winning the Cup, of getting to carry it around the ice. I’ve dreamed about it since I was a little kid.”

And with those words, Steve Yzerman led his team to a four-game sweep of the Flyers, capturing Lord Stanley’s Cup for Detroit for the first time since 1955.

Flyer general manager Bobby Clarke witnessed firsthand how his team was beaten with buzz-saw efficiency. “I don’t think teams like Detroit happen by accident,” said Clarke, who won two Stanley Cups himself as a player for the Flyers in the 1970s. “They’re obviously well coached and obviously well led. Leadership comes from the captain of the club. Yzerman had a huge influence, both on the opposition and also on his own teammates.”

But tragedy marred the victory as two team members incurred serious injuries in an automobile accident. Team masseur Sergei Mnatsakanov and defenseman Vladimir Konstantinov both suffered severe nerve damage in the wreck, leaving Konstantinov paralyzed and unable to play hockey again.

Yzerman and his team dedicated the following season to their fallen friends—and Detroit won its second straight Stanley Cup.

The challengers were the Washington Capitals. Again, Detroit trounced its opponent, four games to none.

Yzerman was brilliant during that run, leading all scorers with 24 points in 22 games. He won the Conn Smythe Trophy as Most Valuable Player in the playoffs.

“He was phenomenal,” said teammate Darren McCarty about Yzerman’s award-winning performance. “He’s one of the hardest workers. It’s motivation. You can’t be on top of your game all the time, but seeing him out there doing all the little things; that’s what the team is all about.”

In Game 2, Yzerman scored two goals, including a third-period tally that sparked a Detroit comeback from a 3-1 deficit. The Red Wings eventually won the game in overtime, 5-4. But Yzerman’s best decision of the playoffs was made in Game 4—on the bench. With two minutes to play, the Stanley Cup victory was well in hand. Yzerman began to think about the postgame Cup ceremony.

At first, he decided to give the prize to goaltender Chris Osgood, the often-maligned netminder who had vindicated himself of prior years’ failures with a tremendous performance in the playoffs.

But then, Brendan Shanahan and Igor Larionov leaned over to their captain with a proposition. The two asked Yzerman if he could give the Cup to Konstantinov, who was actually at rink level in his wheelchair, waiting to be carted onto the ice for the postgame celebration.

“It was an automatic decision,” said Yzerman. “At this time a year ago, we still weren’t sure if either Vladdie or Sergei were going to survive, so to have him on the ice with us was pretty significant.”

True to his word, Yzerman handed the mug to Konstantinov in one of the most emotional and touching moments ever witnessed at a championship celebration. And if the world didn’t know what type of person Steve Yzerman was before that moment, it certainly did now.

During a six-year period, from 1987-88 through 1992-93, Yzerman posted numbers that were simply phenomenal—scoring 331 goals and registering 732 points, an average of 55 goals and 122 points per season.

Included was an electrifying 65-goal and 90-assist season in 1988-89 that earned him the Lester B. Pearson Award as the top performer in the league, as voted by his peers. Both marks are Red Wing franchise records. Besides Yzerman, only three other players ever topped the 150-point barrier—Wayne Gretzky, Phil Esposito, and Mario Lemieux.

In addition, Yzerman recorded the top three single-season goal-scoring totals and the top two assist marks in the franchise’s long history. He also holds the Red Wings’ record for most goals (39) and most points (87) by a rookie, finished second to Tom Barrasso in the Calder Trophy voting for Rookie of the Year honors, and was selected to the NHL All-Rookie team in 1984.

But of all the celebrated and dazzling goals that Yzerman has scored, perhaps his most dramatic was in the 1996 Stanley Cup playoffs against the St. Louis Blues. The Wings had forced a seventh game with a dramatic Game 6 victory in St. Louis. Thus the stage was set for a winner-take-all battle.

The game was played on May 16, 1996, at Joe Louis Arena in Detroit. The teams skated hard all night but could not put anything past netminders Grant Fuhr and Mike Vernon. Regulation time ended with the scoreboard showing goose eggs under both clubs’ names.

The first overtime came and went, as again Fuhr and Vernon continued their mastery over the tiring skaters. But during the second overtime, Yzerman gathered the puck in the neutral zone and crossed the St. Louis blue line, galloping down the right side. Steve took two strides as he crossed the blue line and wound up to take a long slap shot.

As the puck left his stick, it elevated so quickly and dramatically that it startled everyone on the ice. Most important, the shot shocked Fuhr, and the netminder, known for his catlike reflexes, was unable to lift his shoulder in time to prevent the puck from going behind him. The Red Wings had won the game, 1-0.

“Yeah, there’s a certain amount of gratification in having my name included on a trophy with so many great players,” Yzerman said after winning the Conn Smythe. “When I first came into the league, I don’t think there were many people who could correctly spell or pronounce my name. Winning this award along with the Stanley Cup definitely is a nice stamp on my career.”
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LEONARD PATRICK “RED” KELLY

BORN: Simcoe, Ontario; July 9, 1927

POSITION: Defenseman

NHL TEAMS: Detroit Red Wings, 1947-59; Toronto Maple Leafs, 1959-67; Coach, Los Angeles Kings, 1967-69; Pittsburgh Penguins, 1970-73; Toronto Maple Leafs, 1973-77

AWARDS/HONORS: Norris Trophy, 1954;

Lady Byng Trophy, 1951, 1953, 1954, 1961; NHL First All-Star Team,

1951, 1952, 1953, 1954, 1955, 1957; NHL Second All-Star Team, 1950, 1956; Hockey Hall of Fame, 1969

Leonard Patrick “Red” Kelly was the most deceptively versatile player ever to don the red-and-white Detroit Red Wings jersey.

So mild-mannered, never uttering a curse word, Kelly nevertheless was one of the NHL’s most feared fighters during those rare occasions when he engaged in fisticuffs. Likewise, he was a nonpareil defenseman, yet he could carry the puck on attack better than most of the foremost forwards. Half his career was spent as an All-Star backliner and the other half as a commanding center. An NHLer doesn’t come more versatile than that.

One could also make a solid case that the redhead was the finest Detroit blueliner of the pre-expansion era and perhaps the best of them all. In a sense, Kelly was also a trailblazer.

Throughout the first half-century of hockey history, defensemen were expected to defend, and defend only. Goaltenders were paid to stop the puck, while forwards had a mission of their own—to score goals. Very few defensemen ever broke the tradition. One who did was Eddie Shore, the immortal Boston Bruins backliner who perfected the end-to-end rush during the late 1920s and 1930s.

Like Shore, Kelly was equally proficient at defending and rushing the puck. It was Kelly who was the first of the modern backliners to carry the rubber deep into the enemy zone. Kelly was every bit as smooth a rusher as Bobby Orr and a much better defender. What better proof than the fact that Red skated for eight championship squads and four Stanley Cup winners in Detroit? (By contrast, Orr played for only four first-place teams and two Cup winners.) Red won the Lady Byng Trophy for competence combined with gentlemanly play four times and was a First All-Star six times.

In 1959, after more than 12 seasons and four Stanley Cups as a Red Wing, Red fell into disfavor with Detroit hockey boss Jack Adams. At first the Red Wings’ GM tried trading Red to the New York Rangers, but Kelly refused the move and “retired” instead. Finally, Kelly was dealt to the Toronto Maple Leafs. Adams figured that Red was washed up. The Leafs, on the other hand, were being rejuvenated by general manager George “Punch” Imlach. Punch didn’t think Kelly was through, not by a long shot.

[image: images]

The first of the truly outstanding rushing defensemen of the post-World War II era, Red Kelly excelled on defense as well as on the attack.
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Red Kelly (right) was one of the NHL’s cleanest defensemen, but occasionally his stick rose above shoulder level. The victim in 1959 action is Red Sullivan of the Rangers.

The turnabout and the events preceding it were most unusual for both Kelly and the NHL high command. During the 1959-60 season, Red appeared to be a fixture in the Motor City because of his unwavering competence and devotion to the team. But the Wings’ aging and crusty manager had become angry with Red because of a contract dispute they had had the previous summer.

Adams stewed over the dispute, and midway into the season dealt Kelly and forward Billy McNeill to New York for defenseman Bill Gadsby and forward Eddie Shack. “When I heard about the trade,” said Kelly, “it didn’t take me long to make up my mind about what I was going to do. I decided to retire rather than go to New York. So did McNeill.”

Kelly didn’t know it at the time, but his stance was the predecessor of free agency in hockey. The NHL was rocked by his decision, and the Rangers, not surprisingly, cried foul. Adams had no choice but to call off the deal while Gadsby and Shack returned to the Rangers.

NHL President Clarence Campbell advised Kelly that he had five days to report back to Detroit or go on the retirement list. “If I went on the retirement list,” said Kelly, “I couldn’t become active again if even one NHL club objected.”

Kelly returned home and mulled over the matter for three days. He finally decided—reluctantly—to quit the game and concentrate on his bowling alley and tobacco farm. Two days remained before Campbell’s deadline took force when King Clancy, assistant coach of the Maple Leafs, phoned. “Punch (Imlach) wants you on his hockey club,” snapped Clancy. “Come to Toronto and the three of us will talk about it.”

Unlike most of his contemporaries, Imlach believed that older, experienced hockey players were more useful in building a championship team than youngsters. He pointed out to Kelly how important he would be to the Maple Leafs’ future even though he had turned thirty-two. Kelly was persuaded and agreed to play in Toronto provided that a deal could be worked out with Adams. Imlach phoned Detroit and offered Marc Reaume, a younger defenseman who was believed to be a potential ace.

Adams approved the trade, but there was still the league to contend with, particularly Rangers general manager Muzz Patrick, who was furious over Kelly’s snub of New York. The deal was ultimately approved, but not before Kelly phoned his nemesis Adams. “I had to tell him I was reporting back to the Wings,” said Red, “so he could reinstate me and trade me to the Leafs.”

Had the trade not been consummated, and had Kelly retired as threatened, Red would have been remembered for what he was: one of the game’s premier defensemen. But the night of February 10, I960, proved to be a milestone in Red’s life and in the life of the Maple Leafs. He donned the royal blue and white Toronto jersey and was presented with the same No. 4 jersey he wore in Detroit.

Imlach the innovator was not certain precisely how he would exploit Kelly’s talents, but he knew for sure that he would at least experiment with him at center, although Red had been a defenseman all his life. The Leafs’ opponents that night were the Montreal Canadiens, already winners of four straight Stanley Cups and perhaps the greatest team of all time.

“I want you to go up against [Jean] Beliveau,” said Imlach. The tall, majestic Beliveau was merely the best center in the league. Kelly skated to center ice, lined up opposite Beliveau and waited for the referee to drop the puck for the opening face-off. “I was as nervous as a rookie,” said Kelly. “I won the draw and sent the puck straight into the Montreal zone. The Canadiens’ goalie, Jacques Plante, darted out to intercept the puck before I got there. I came right down like a shot and somehow got tangled up and went head over heels—into the net!”

Although the Leafs lost the game, 4-2, Imlach knew that his instincts were correct. Red would be more valuable to him as a center than as a defenseman. Never has the game known a more brilliant brainstorm. The next question was: With whom should Kelly play?

Imlach had a huge, brooding young left wing named Frank “The Big M” Mahovlich, who could skate like a zephyr and fire the puck with the fury of a howitzer. Somehow, the Big M’s power had not yet been harnessed, no doubt for want of a competent center. The Leafs also had Bob Nevin, an unobtrusive right wing, but one who excelled at all of a forward’s basic skills. Imlach decided to unite Kelly with Mahovlich and Nevin.

From that point on, the Maple Leafs’ troubles were over. With Kelly ladling the passes to the Big M and Nevin, the Maple Leafs won four Stanley Cups in the seven and a half years that Red played in Toronto. (Bill Gadsby, for whom Kelly was traded, played 20 years in the NHL and never skated for a Stanley Cup champion.)

Even more astonishing is the fact that Kelly was able to maintain his standard of excellence on the ice in Toronto while serving a term as a member of Canada’s Parliament.

Leonard Patrick Kelly was born July 9, 1927, in Simcoe, Ontario, and like so many youngsters determined to become professional hockey players, he enrolled at Toronto’s St. Michael’s College (a private high school by American standards), where he teamed with such future NHLers as Ted Lindsay and Jim Thomson.

“When I was ready to turn pro,” Kelly recalled, “the scouts took a good look at me. The Leafs didn’t want me because their scout said I wasn’t good enough to last 20 games in the NHL. Detroit didn’t see it that way, so the Red Wings signed me.” Red was only 17 when he launched his major league career in Detroit.

Low-key throughout his hockey and political careers, Kelly to this day remains the most underrated superstar to come down the pike, yet his dossier cannot be disputed. He was the balance wheel of champions as a defenseman in Detroit, and as a center, he was the most decisive factor in creating a dynasty in Toronto more than a decade later.

No other hockey player can make that statement, which is why Red Kelly sits high in the annals of both the Red Wings and the Maple Leafs.
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ROBERT BLAKE THEODORE “TED” LINDSAY

BORN: Renfrew, Ontario, July 29, 1925

POSITION: Left Wing

NHL TEAMS: Detroit Red Wings, 1944-57, 1964-65;

Chicago Black Hawks, 1957-60; General Manager,

Detroit Red Wings, 1977-80; Coach, Detroit Red WingsAl, 1980-81

AWARDS/HONORS: Art Ross Trophy, 1950;

First All-Star Team, 1948, 1950-54, 1956-57; Second All-Star Team, 1949;

Hockey Hall of Fame, 1966

Twenty-five years after retirement as a Detroit Red Wings forward in 1965, Ted Lindsay was still on skates roaming the left alley in old-timers’ games—with nearly the same vim, vigor, and vitality he had displayed during his prime. His aggressive style had not eroded with time. At age 56, Lindsay was so aggressive that some players urged that he not be invited back again.

Vigor could have been Lindsay’s middle name, although opponents might have preferred the term vicious or venal. After all, he didn’t get the nickname “Terrible Ted” because he was Mister Nice Guy.

Like Maurice “The Rocket” Richard, Lindsay played with a no-holds-barred intensity that often exceeded passion. So hated was his opponent that Ted considered it absolutely verboten to ever talk to the enemy off the ice, except in one mitigating circumstance: discussion of the formation of a National Hockey League Players’ Association.

“By my definition,” said Lindsay, “there’s one helluva lot more to being a tough guy than getting in a few phony fights where no real punches are tossed. To me, being tough includes wanting to win so badly that you give it all you got every shift, going into corners without phoning ahead to see who’s there, backing up your mates if they’re in trouble, and stepping into guys even if they’re bigger than you.”

One of Lindsay’s most devastating bouts included the Bruins’ “Wild Bill” Ezinicki. The fight, at Olympia Stadium in Detroit, took place on January 25, 1951. When it was over, Ezinicki had lost a tooth and had acquired two black eyes, a broken nose, and 19 stitches. Lindsay needed only five stitches above his eye, but he was treated for badly scarred and swollen knuckles on his right hand.

Apart from his labor-organizing activities, which immersed him in a cauldron of trouble away from the rink, Lindsay dedicated himself to fighting for the Red Wings and then—briefly—for the Chicago Blackhawks.

The results were impressive. He came to Detroit as a teenager toward the end of World War II and hung up his skates two decades later in the midst of the Cold War. In between he accomplished just about everything a professional hockey player could wish for—and then some.
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He might look like a choirboy, but Ted Lindsay usually played like a Tasmanian devil.
He was clearly the greatest left wing in Red Wings history.
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“Terrible” Ted played 13 seasons in Detroit.

It was Lindsay, Gordie Howe, and Sid Abel who made up the famous “Production Line” for the Wings. Furthermore, during his 13 seasons with Detroit, Ted played on eight first-place teams, four of which were Stanley Cup champions.

Lindsay’s blazing competitive spirit made him one of the toughest and most feared skaters in the NHL, although by today’s standards, Ted was virtually minuscule. Stature notwithstanding, Lindsay was one of the best left wings of his generation and one of the meanest of all time.

More than that, Lindsay was a courageous rebel: He was one of the first organizers of the Players’ Association. For this act, the lords of hockey duly punished him, and like fellow organizers Jim Thomson and Doug Harvey, he was traded to a mediocre team—in Lindsay’s case, hapless Chicago. “The concept we had for the Players’ Association,” said Lindsay, “was not the household for all players in the NHL. What we were aiming for was to benefit the game of hockey, not just the players.”

Rowdy and rambunctious, Lindsay accumulated over 760 stitches on his person, mementos from his various battles waged on the ice. The stitches earned him the moniker “Scarface,” in addition to several other nicknames that attested to his aggressive style of play, such as “Terrible Ted” and “Tempestuous Ted.”

At 5'8" and only 163 pounds, Ted resented players who thought they might take advantage of his small stature. He would not be intimidated. “Okay, so I was cocky,” he admitted, reflecting on his career. “I had the idea that I had to beat up on everyone in the league, and I’m still not convinced it wasn’t a good idea. Probably I’d do it the same way if I did it over again. That’s the way I am.”

Once during a game between the Red Wings and the Toronto Maple Leafs, Ted battled Gus Mortson all night. The peculiarity of this situation was that Gus had been Ted’s friend since boyhood, a teammate at St. Michael’s College and also a partner with Lindsay in a gold mine they owned near Kirkland Lake. “I don’t know anybody when a hockey game starts,” Ted explained.
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In his last championship year with Detroit, captain Ted Lindsy backhands a shot at goalie Jacques Plante.

In his 17-year career, Lindsay played in 1,068 games, scored 379 goals and added 472 assists for a total of 851 points. He also spent 1,808 minutes in the penalty box, ranking him high on the all-time penalty leaders list. In 133 playoff games, Ted scored 47 goals and 49 assists for 96 points and spent 194 minutes in the penalty box.

In 1949-50, while playing in 69 games, Ted scored 23 goals and registered 55 assists for 78 points, which garnered him the Art Ross Trophy as the league’s leading scorer during the regular season. Lindsay was a league leader of another ilk in 1958-59 when he spent 184 minutes in the sin bin while playing for Chicago.

Lindsay also made the First All-Star Team eight times, first in the 1947-48 season, and then from 1949-50 to 1953-54. He repeated during 1955-56 and 1956-57 and was named to the Second-All Star Team in 1948-49.

Robert Blake Theodore Lindsay was born in Renfrew, Ontario, on July 29, 1925. The youngest of six brothers, Ted’s large family also included three sisters. His dad, Bert, had been a fine hockey player a generation previous, in goal for the Renfrew Millionaires of the National Hockey Association, then for the NHL’s Montreal Wanderers in 1917-18 and the Toronto Arenas in 1918-19.

Ted tried goaltending in an attempt to follow in his dad’s footsteps. “But I soon discovered I’d rather shoot than be shot at, so I gave up goaltending,” he remarked.

By this time, World War II was in full force, and in 1940 the five older Lindsay boys joined the armed forces. With no more family practices to join, Ted tried out for—and made—the Holy Name Juveniles. He played with them for four years, during which time they won the Ontario championship.

By the 1943-44 season, Ted was considered an up-and-coming player. He accepted an invitation to join St. Michael’s College and played well during the second half of the season after a poor start. St. Mike’s was eliminated that year, but while on a trip to Hamilton in the spring of 1944, Carson Cooper, chief scout for the Detroit Red Wings, spotted him.

Jack Adams signed him at once. Lindsay was drafted as a wartime replacement by the Oshawa Generals to help them win the Memorial Cup. With Ted scoring several goals, Oshawa did win the Cup.

In the fall of 1944-45, Ted was invited to Detroit’s training camp. Sixty-three rookies tried out; only two would make the club. Ted, despite being only 19 years old, was one of them.
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Ted Lindsay always loved to score—and fight as well, particularly against the Toronto Maple Leafs. In this case, peacemaking linesman Doug Davies comes out the loser, as his bleeding face attests.

Lindsay appeared in 45 games for the Red Wings and had 17 goals and six assists—a respectable rookie outing. But his sophomore stint was a disappointment, as he accumulated only seven goals and 10 assists in 47 games during the 1945-46 season.

As the 1946-47 season neared, Adams—then coaching the team—decided to take a risk with the young man from Renfrew. Adams placed him on a line with a farm boy from Saskatchewan—Gordie Howe—and the veteran center Sid Abel. Adams’s daring risk proved to be the creation of what would become known as the “Production Line,” one of the greatest in NHL history.

To illustrate how powerful a team they were, Detroit won the Prince of Wales Trophy from 1948-49 to 1954-55 and again in 1956-57. At that time the trophy was presented each year to the team finishing with the most points (the league championship) at the end of the regular season.

That superior Detroit club also entered the record books for amassing the longest winning record including playoff games. They won 15 straight games from February 27, 1955, to April 5, 1955—nine regular-season and six playoff games. Detroit also held a lock on first place for seven straight years (from 1948-49 to 1954-55). During that dynastic period, it won the Stanley Cup four times, in 1949-50, 1951-52, 1953-54 and 1954-55.

The Red Wings again finished first in 1956-57, and Ted produced his greatest season—85 points on 30 goals and 55 assists. But it was also the year that Adams—now GM—decided to break up the Red Wings’ famous line. Adams traded Ted, with goaltender Glenn Hall and forward Forbes Kennedy, to Chicago for Johnny Wilson, goaltender Hank Bassen, Bill Preston, and cash.

Lindsay was now reunited with Tommy Ivan, who had coached him 10 out of his 13 seasons with Detroit. But the Blackhawks were a pathetic team, occupying the basement of the league in each of the previous four seasons.

Ted scored 15 goals in his first season with Chicago, 22 the next, but only seven in 1959-60—when he chose to retire at the age of 34. “I guess my heart wasn’t in it at Chicago,” Ted revealed. “They treated me well, but my home and business were in Detroit. I’m a Detroit guy.”

For the next four years, Lindsay spent most of his time tending his automotive plastics firm in Detroit, occasionally engaging in workouts with the Red Wings. Then, in 1964, Ted applied for the job of color commentator for Detroit, but the team’s GM had another idea. Sid Abel asked Ted if he would like to join Detroit again—on the ice instead of in the broadcast booth. After careful thought, Ted decided to report to training camp and give it a shot. He made the team, and when the Red Wings opened their 1964-65 season (against Ted’s most hated adversary, Toronto), Ted was at left wing. The Olympia fans gave him a standing ovation as he took the ice in his 1,000th NHL game.

Reunited with Howe, Ted helped the Wings finish in first place (after they had finished fourth the previous year). Ted scored 14 goals, had 14 assists and, proving that nothing had changed, spent 173 minutes in the penalty box. Even his longtime foe, league prexy Clarence Campbell, conceded that Lindsay’s comeback after four years away from the game was “… one of the most amazing feats in professional sport.”

Ted retired to the broadcast booth after that one season. When asked why he chose to play one final season, he answered, “I thought it would be nice to finish my career as a Red Wing.”

In 1966, in honor of his illustrious career, Ted Lindsay was elected to hockey’s Hall of Fame.

Lindsay was hired as color commentator for the NBC-TV network’s “Game of the Week” in 1972 and never hesitated to speak out on controversial issues. Especially critical of the NHLPA and its director, Alan Eagleson, Lindsay said, “The Players’ Association has encouraged familiarity among the players. They’re one big, happy family now. The coaches have no way of pushing players. They can’t send them to the minors; they can’t fine them because the Players’ Association will raise hell.”

Lindsays colorful comments lessened only slightly when he was named general manager of the ailing Detroit Red Wings in 1977 and later coached the team briefly, until he was dismissed in 1981.

Ted and his wife then retired to a 240-acre farm in Metamota, Michigan, where they raised horses. Ted, a physical fitness and nutrition buff, operated a vitamin business and was also involved with an energy conservation company.

“Old Scarface” had as many detractors as boosters. Some intimates swore by him; others cursed him to the core. But there was no disputing “Terrible” Ted Lindsay’s essential talent and the contributions he made to a superior Red Wings club.
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PETER ALEXANDER “FATS” DELVECCHIO

BORN: Fort William, Ontario, December 4, 1931

POSITION: Center/Left Wing

NHL TEAMS: Detroit Red Wings, 1950-74; Coach, Detroit Red Wings, 1973-75, 1975-77

AWARDS/HONORS: NHL Second All-Star Team, 1953, 1959;

Lady Byng Trophy, 1959, 1966, 1969; Lester Patrick Trophy, 1974;

NHL All-Star Game, 1953-59, 1961-65, 1967; Hockey Hall of Fame, 1977

The eternal Red Wing.

One would think such a title would best fit Gordie Howe, or perhaps Ted Lindsay. Certainly, of the moderns, it has been worn well by Steve Yzerman.

But unlike Howe and Lindsay, who played on other National Hockey League teams in the twilight of their careers, Alex “Fats” Delvecchio was a Red Wing from the very start in 1950 to the very finish in 1974: two decades plus four years in red and white.

He was also one of the finest centers ever to skate down the pike and a member of three Stanley Cup-winning teams including the 1954-55 squad, the last Detroit sextet to win the championship before the expansion of 1967.

Everything about Delvecchio was likeable, from his gregarious personality to his delightfully clean play. If ever a major league hockey player could be called a gentleman, scholar, and artist, Fats was that man.

Ironically, there was nothing fat about Alex except his cherubic face. He measured 6´0˝ and 195 pounds—big for his era—but moved around the rink with a lyrical style that sometimes suggested nonchalance.

How good was Delvecchio?

Perhaps the best way to put it is that he had an awfully tough act to follow in Detroit, and not only did he follow captain Sid Abel as top center, but he eventually outperformed his predecessor.

In the late 1940s and during the 1949-50 season, when the Red Wings beat the New York Rangers to win the Stanley Cup, Abel centered the famed Production Line with Ted Lindsay at left wing and Gordie Howe on the right. The trio’s gears meshed so well together that most observers doubted another center could work as well with Lindsay and Howe. But when Abel left Detroit after the 1951-52 season to become player-coach of the Chicago Blackhawks, Delvecchio stepped in without missing a beat.

Less abrasive than Abel, Delvecchio nevertheless was a stylist in the clean, competent manner of such respected centermen as Syl Apps and Jean Beliveau. Delvecchio was a three-time winner of the Lady Byng Trophy (1959, 1966, and 1969) and was voted to the Second All-Star Team in 1953. He was also one of the few players to gain All-Star acclaim at two different positions, also being named to the All-Star squad as a left wing in 1959.

There was good reason why Fats never made the First Team during his 23-year National Hockey League career, as he played mostly in the shadows of such classic centers as Beliveau, Stan Mikita, and Henri Richard. Nevertheless, Delvecchio’s high-grade credentials are abundant. He played on three Stanley Cup champion teams and seven first-place clubs. He became captain of the Red Wings in 1961 and scored 20 or more goals in 13 of his campaigns.
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Alex Delvecchio spent his entire 24-year career in Red Wing red and white. In this 1955 action, he beats the Toronto defense, slipping the puck past goalie Harry Lumley.

In his 23 seasons with the Wings, Delvecchio was widely known as one of the classiest players around, polished both on and off the ice. “Respect, that’s the word,” said Canadian journalist Earl McRae. “It’s not hard to respect Fats Delvecchio.”

Also blessed with durability, Delvecchio missed only 43 games in 22 full seasons; from 1957 to 1964, Fats played in 490 consecutive games.

Bruce MacGregor, Delvecchio’s Red Wings teammate during the late 1960s, also remembers big No. 10’s easy, graceful approach to the game. “Alex was a natural athlete,” MacGregor said. “His biggest assets were his skating and passing, a fluid skater with an effortless style. I remember him centering for big Frank Mahovolich. Frank had that big, sweeping stride, and it was tough for centers to judge where he’d be for a pass. But Alex would hit him almost every time—right on the money.”

Because of his calm demeanor, Fats avoided controversy, although he was once inadvertently drawn into a brouhaha involving referee Red Storey. In his autobiography, Red’s Story, the Hall of Fame referee detailed the Delvecchio episode, also involving Montreal’s Hall of Fame defenseman Doug Harvey, which took place at old Olympia Stadium in February 1958.

“Delvecchio and Harvey were heading in my direction,” related Storey, “both chasing the puck at top speed. I was next to the boards, but they were so intent that neither saw I was there. I realized I was about to get run over … and I wasn’t going to let anyone belt me if I could help it. I yelled, ‘Look out!’ and they glanced up and veered off to miss me.

“There was a fan in a seat right there who was a friend of [Jack] Adams. He said to him: ‘… Storey is coaching the Canadiens. He told Doug Harvey to look out when Alex was going to hit him.’ Adams then started this big to-do about … my ‘directing the Montreal club during play.’ Adams said I was doing it because I was from Montreal. The Detroit papers were full of it the next day.

“The league decided it had to have a hearing. They had the players in first, and Harvey told them, ‘The only time Storey ever did anything for me was last summer in the referees’ golf tournament, when he helped me find a golf ball I lost.’ … That stopped it right there and [NHL president] Campbell dismissed Adams’s charge.”

Born December 4, 1931, in Fort William, Ontario, Peter Alexander Delvecchio made the Red Wings varsity at the tender age of 19, contributing 15 goals in his rookie campaign as the Wings swept to the Stanley Cup championship. Alex went on to roll up impressive statistics—1,549 games, 1,281 points, and 825 assists. He also potted 456 goals.

His calm but firm demeanor eventually made Fats one of the most suitable candidates to take over the chores behind the bench of a struggling Red Wings team in 1973, and in November of that year, Delvecchio was officially named coach of the 2-9-1 club. His controlled discipline, laced with a healthy respect for his players as individuals, made Fats successful at his new craft, raising the comatose Detroiters to a level of respectability and at the same time making life pleasurable for his troops. He was not averse to picking up some cold cuts and beer after a game or taking the team out to dinner after a practice. But rather than taking advantage of his good nature, Delvecchio’s entire team respected him, allowing his teammates to simply go out and do what they were paid to do: play hockey.

A man of skill, honor and respect, Alex Delvecchio was a realist as well. A poem that hung on the wall of his office during his term as Red Wings coach summarized the precarious nature of the NHL coach and player:

The Indispensable Man

Sometimes when you’re feeling important

Sometimes when your ego’s in bloom

Sometimes when you take it for granted

You’re the best qualified in the room

Take a bucket and fill it with water

Put your hand in it up to the wrist

Pull it out and the hole that’s remaining

Is a measure of how much you’ll be missed.

But Alex Delvecchio, one of Detroit’s finest skaters, purest centers, and most diligent coaches, was definitely missed after he left the NHL scene. Fats truly was one of a kind.
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TERRANCE GORDON “TERRY” SAWCHUK

BORN: Winnipeg, Manitoba, December 28, 1929

DIED: May 31, 1970

POSITION: Goaltender

NHL TEAMS: Detroit Red Wings, 1950-55, 1957-64, 1968-69;

Boston Bruins, 1955-57; Toronto Maple Leafs, 1964-67;

Los Angeles Kings, 1967-68; New York Rangers, 1969-70

AWARDS/HONORS: Calder Trophy, 1951;

Vezina Trophy, 1952, 1953, 1955, 1965 (shared with J. Bower);

Lester Patrick Trophy, 1971; NHL First All-Star Team, 1951, 1952, 1953;

NHL Second All-Star Team, 1954, 1955, 1959, 1963; Hockey Hall of Fame, 1971

One of the greatest and most tragic players ever to grace a major league hockey rink was Terry Sawchuk. Terry was one of the best goalies ever to strap on the tools of his trade, but he was also a moody, brooding figure who was a physical and mental wreck when he met his untimely death in 1970.

His 20-year career in big-league hockey included tours of duty with the Detroit Red Wings, Boston Bruins, Toronto Maple Leafs, Los Angeles Kings, and New York Rangers. Terry broke into the majors with the Wings, making the First All-Star Team during his maiden season and copping the Calder Trophy as the NHL’s rookie of the year.

Incredibly, his goals-against average never topped 2.00 during his first five years with Detroit, a stretch that saw him rack up 56 shutouts. He finished his up- and-down career with an amazing 103 career shutouts—nine more than an earlier paragon, George Hainsworth, and 19 more than his then-closest challenger, Glenn Hall. Sawchuk’s early years were great ones, but he insisted that the finest moment of his career came with the 1966-67 Toronto Maple Leafs, when he dramatically guided the Leafs to an upset Stanley Cup victory. As of 2017, the Leafs had not won another Cup.

It was said of Terry Sawchuk that he wasn’t a whole man; rather, that he was stitched together—held in place by catgut and surgical tape. He suffered a painful shoulder injury early in his career that, for the rest of his playing days, prevented him from lifting his stick hand any higher than chest level. A full-page photo of Terry once appeared in a national magazine illustrating each stitch he had taken in his ruined face. The shocking picture could easily have passed for a horror-movie publicity shot.

An enigmatic, bitter man to the end, Terry would die in a New York hospital from injuries received in a somewhat mysterious scuffle with Rangers teammate Ron Stewart on the lawn of his Long Island home shortly after the 1969-70 season.

Creator of the “crouch style” of net minding, Sawchuk was named to the First All-Star Team in 1951, 1952, and 1953 and was a Second Team choice in 1954, 1955, 1959, and 1963. He played for four Stanley Cup-winning teams and four first-place teams.

In Detroit, an exceptionally gifted crew including Gordie Howe, Ted Lindsay, Red Kelly, Marcel Pronovost, and Alex Delvecchio fronted Sawchuk, but he was as responsible as any for the club’s success. He was an innovator, and his ability to cope with screened shots by use of the crouch was considered a great advance in goaltending technique in its day.

[image: images]

At the very height of his career, goalie Terry Sawchuk is hoisted up by teammates Marcel Pronovost (left) and Glen Skov (right). The Red Wings had just finished first in the 1954-55 season.

[image: images]

Terry Sawchuk is the victim of Val Fonteyne’s first goal as a New York Ranger.

Sawchuk was the product of the Red Wings’ farm system, which developed a remarkable string of Hall of Famers, starting with Harry Lumley and also including Glenn Hall. In fact, Lumley starred on Detroit’s 1950 Stanley Cup-winning team, while Sawchuk waited in the wings, playing superbly on the Indianapolis farm team.

In a terrific gamble, Red Wings manager Jack Adams dealt Lumley to Chicago and elected Sawchuk as his No. 1 netminder. The results were obvious from the start. Lumley was quickly forgotten, and by springtime Sawchuk was the talk of the ice world. The Red Wings annexed the Stanley Cup in eight games, during which Terry allowed but five goals for an 0.62 goals-against average.

Nothing speaks more eloquently about Sawchuk’s first five NHL seasons than his goals-against average, which never rose higher than 1.98. Yet despite the triumphs, there always was a shadow of gloom surrounding him. His right elbow, which had been dislocated in a childhood football accident, continued to devil him, and he underwent operations in the summers of 1950 and 1951 for removal of pieces of bone that had chipped off in the elbow.

The operations were unsuccessful, and surgery was ordered again in 1952, whereupon the surgeon removed 60 pieces of bone. Sawchuk believed his troubles were over. For the first time in 10 years, he had almost complete movement in his right arm.

But the cumulative effect of all the hospitalization seemed to have a boomerang effect on Sawchuk, psychologically and physically. His weight, which had been consistantly around 205 pounds, dropped to 168 during the 1952-53 season. Sawchuk was given exhaustive medical tests.

Less than a month later, he was hospitalized for an appendectomy. Even Terry himself found humor in his woes. When a reporter asked him what he did during the off season, he chortled, “I spend my summers in the hospital.”

He wasn’t kidding. He returned to the hospital in 1954 after an auto accident resulted in severe chest injuries. Once again he recovered to play more than competently for the Red Wings, but now—irony of ironies—Sawchuk’s threat was the Detroit farm system. Jack Adams now had another whiz goalie in Indianapolis named Glenn Hall, who could not be kept in the minors.

Once again the Red Wings’ boss packaged a major deal involving a goalkeeper, this time sending Sawchuk to the Boston Bruins. What few skeptics there were questioned Terry’s ability to play superior goal for a relatively weak team like the Bruins, but his high standard of performance delighted Boston Garden fans, and for one season, at least, the deal looked good.

But his second year in Beantown was a disaster. He was stricken with infectious mononucleosis and spent 12 days in the hospital. When he returned to the ice—perhaps prematurely—he seemed a mere shade of the Sawchuk who once had starred for Detroit.

Sawchuk lost four of his next eight games, and the Boston press turned on him. His weight was now 166 pounds, and at age 27, he felt he had had it. To the astonishment of teammates and foes alike, he announced that he was retiring. “I told them I thought it best to quit since my nerves were really shot.”

It was suggested that much more was being concealed than reached print. Sawchuk, some noted, never did take to the Boston scene and yearned for his old digs in Detroit.

Sawchuk’s “retirement” lasted until the beginning of the next season, when Adams sweet-talked the Bruins into giving him the rights to Sawchuk “because he’s too good a goalie to remain out of hockey.” That done, Adams dealt Hall to Chicago, and Sawchuk played seven more years for the Red Wings, often displaying pre-illness form.

Following the 1963-64 season, the Red Wings’ high command figured that Terry was washed up. Toronto Maple Leafs general manager Punch Imlach, always one to give a veteran a chance, signed Sawchuk, and Terry demonstrated emphatically that there was still some good goal tending left in him. In 1967 the Leafs won the Stanley Cup, defeating Chicago and Montreal, and Sawchuk was in the net for six of Toronto’s eight playoff victories.

While one might have expected Terry to be a joyful man in Toronto, where he was receiving unanimous raves, he seemed to be unhappy. “He reminded you of a prisoner in a wartime concentration camp,” said Toronto journalist Jim Hunt.

Nevertheless, the Toronto experience provided Sawchuk with a measure of inner peace and satisfaction, particularly the Cup-winning effort. “I’d like to leave hockey like that,” said Sawchuk. “In style.”

He didn’t, of course. When the NHL expanded from six to 12 teams in 1967, Terry was obtained by the new Los Angeles Kings, played one season on the west coast, and then returned to the Red Wings in 1968-69. A year later he was signed by the Rangers, playing for Emile Francis, a former netminder who greatly admired Sawchuk.

It was always difficult for Terry to enjoy even the most intense moments of victory. One that should have brought him happiness was the Stanley Cup finale in 1967, when he and another veteran, Johnny Bower, guided the Leafs to the championship. While teammates exulted in the dressing room, sipping champagne, the goalies, as Jim Hunt observed, “sat in a corner by themselves, dragging deeply on cigarettes and grappling silently with the frayed nerves and many physical ailments that are an inescapable part of life for aging men.”

He played his last professional game on April 9, 1970, against a mighty Boston Bruins team in the Stanley Cup playoffs. The Rangers were beaten 5-3 and were soon eliminated from the Cup round. It’s conceivable, though, that Emile Francis might have invited Sawchuk back to the Rangers for the 1970-71 season as a goaltending coach and possible second goaltender. But three weeks after the Rangers were eliminated, Sawchuk, who shared a room in suburban Long Island with teammate Ron Stewart, had a row with his pal. The precise details have never been fully pieced together, but Sawchuk was taken to a local Long Island hospital for treatment of internal injuries.

At first it seemed just a matter of weeks until he would be released, but Terry’s condition worsened dramatically, and finally he was moved to a more sophisticated Manhattan hospital, where emergency surgery was preformed.

It was all in vain. Sawchuk died of a pulmonary embolism on May 31, 1970. His was one of the most tragic of hockey careers, but also one of the most glorious. He was a greatly gifted but fatally flawed goaltender who enjoyed the best years of his career as a Detroit Red Wing.

[image: images]

Terry Sawchuk races out of his crease, beating Rangers forward Dean Prentice to the puck. Gordie Howe (right) helps out.
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