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FOREWORD
BY MATTHEW BARNABY

My first encounter with Rob Ray came in 1992 when I was 19 and coming into my first professional training camp with the Buffalo Sabres. Obviously, I was very nervous going to camp in the first place. I was trying to make the team as a “tough guy” at that point, and Rob was the tough guy there. I remember walking into the dressing room, wanting to see how we compared in terms of physical size.

I was a little uncomfortable around him at first because of who he was. I wasn’t even done with junior hockey then, and I had grown up watching NHL players. Rob wasn’t that much older than I was at the time—five years—but it seemed like a lot. I was like a kid at that point, and he was someone I looked up to.

I played a little in Buffalo for the next few seasons, while Rob and I were vying for the same job. He was the heavyweight, and he was much, much tougher than I ever was. I don’t think it was until I made the team full time in 1995 that we really became close friends. Rob is a very guarded person. Until you get to know him, you don’t really appreciate him. He was there to help me do all sorts of things—getting a place to live, getting accustomed to the life, telling me to save my money because it wouldn’t last forever. I also learned a lot by watching the way he worked with charities. He helped me with every little aspect of the game that comes with playing in the National Hockey League.

If someone meets Rob Ray for the first time, they aren’t sure how to take him. That’s the way he is. He doesn’t let a lot of people “in” at first glance. He wants to check them out. He analyzes people. In this job, there are a lot of people who want a lot of different things. Rob is very good at letting good people into his life. Once that happens, though, Rob will do anything for anyone. If I called Rob right now and told him I needed him to drive to Texas to see me about something, I know he’d get in the car and do it. And he’d do it for a lot of different people. That’s the type of person he is. I’ve played with hundreds of players in my 14 years as a pro. Rob is the only guy that I remain close to. That says a lot about him as a person, and what he’s done for me.

Rob and I played on some interesting teams with the Sabres, and we were caught up in all sorts of situations. When times were tough during Rob’s time in Buffalo, he was the visible face of the Sabres. He gave people someone to root for when there wasn’t much going on with the team.

In this book, you’ll get to meet Rob, the most animated Sabre of all time. You’re going to find out what was in his mind while he was wearing a Buffalo sweater. We all watched him play, and noted his antics. But this book is your chance to get to know the real Rob Ray. I guarantee you, speaking as an ex-teammate and as a friend, you’re going to learn a lot, because if Rob is one thing, it’s brutally honest.


1

THE ENFORCER

I used to punch people for a living.

I also skated and shot and passed and checked and helped young players on and off the ice and did a bunch of other things. It was all part of my role as an enforcer in the National Hockey League. It’s just that the part that involved fighting was the one that turned up on the television highlights.

You’d be surprised how many people didn’t understand my role. They didn’t “get it.” Too many people looked at me and said, ‘You’re not a good player because you don’t score goals and get assists every night.” But those were the people who didn’t understand the game and probably still don’t. They have to learn that intangibles don’t get printed on the scoresheet. Hitting a guy, holding him up, delivering a hit to change the momentum of the game, or drawing a penalty so my team could score a goal—there’s much more to hockey than some people think.

Even some of my own teammates didn’t completely understand what guys like me around pro hockey did. We had an argument in practice once because somebody put money up to give to the guy who scored the winning goal in a particular game.

“Why would you give it to him only?” I asked. “There will be four other guys on the ice, plus a goalie. He won’t get the opportunity without those other guys helping him.” There’s a great deal that happens before someone scores a game-winning goal, and guys who play like I did are a part of it.

I have heard a lot of people over the years say things like, “Rob is a bad man because he beats people up for a living.” I have tried to explain to them that the fighting was part of my job. That was what the team expected me to do. I wanted to stand before the fans as a good role model. Maybe that’s one of the reasons why I did, and still do, so many charitable functions off the ice. Those people who say I was a “bad man” are ignorant about hockey because they don’t know the whole situation. It wasn’t my job to be their child’s role model when I was playing. I can be a hero or idol, but it’s the parents’job to teach right from wrong.

It seems like I was always trying to defend myself and my behavior. With the Bills, if a lineman makes a great block to let the quarterback make a great play, he usually doesn’t get much credit for it. The quarterback gets the credit. Meanwhile, the lineman’s stopped three guys. It’s like that in hockey. If I could affect a game and allow our top players to score at key times or prevent an important goal, I did my job.

My role on the team was much more difficult than you might think. Many of my teammates looked at what I did and said, “I would never want your job.” And there were days where I couldn’t hang on to my stick because my hands were so sore. I bobbled passes and had trouble shooting the puck, but the guys wouldn’t give me a hard time about it. Most of them knew not to say a word, because they understood. When I did something good, they were the first ones to congratulate and encourage me.

Too many casual hockey fans look at fights and think players are “rassling,” that they stage all their fights. Those fights are very real, and I’ve got the scars to prove it. In 1995 I broke the orbital bone under my eye. Tony Twist of the Blues hit me in a fight in St. Louis, and my whole head felt like it instantly went hollow. Some air under my skin went down into my cheek, hit my jaw, and then came back up my face as a bubble. Everyone in the dressing room was watching it. When the air pocket hit my eye, the eye shut, and I couldn’t pry it open for seven days. I had to wait until the air worked itself out.

I have a plate with five screws in my thumb from the time I fought Steve Webb of the Islanders in 1997 and tried to give him an uppercut. I didn’t get my hand turned in time, and I broke my thumb.

I broke my knuckles fighting against Ottawa’s Dennis Vial in 1994. I had my jaw broken, and all the disks in my jaw are gone. Some days my jaw locks. I’ve got arthritis in both my elbows. I got hit in the chest once, and my rib popped out of its place. The cartilage broke, leaving my rib exposed. I got taped up, but it didn’t help much. I couldn’t shoot the puck. There was nothing the doctors could do. They said if I wanted to take the time to let it heal, fine. But otherwise, I just had to deal with the pain … which I did.

Plus, there are the million little aches and pains that I accumulated in 955 games in the National Hockey League. There were days when I sat at home and waited for the Advil to kick in so I could use my hands to drive to the arena. You may hear stories about guys like me being in more pain under certain weather conditions. Well, that’s real—and it hurts. People don’t see that.

There was no preventing the things that happened on the ice. And they will all catch up to me in the future. I didn’t think about injuries when I got them. Maybe an hour after an incident, when I had gotten blurred vision or a mild concussion or something, I wondered, “Is this ever going to go away? Will I be messed up down the road?”

I try to hope that medical technology will have improved enough in the future so that they’ll be able to fix me up when I’m older. I don’t care if you play sports or not—everyone will have to deal with some of those aches and pains. To me, the benefits of playing sports outweighed any medical problems I might have down the road. I was lucky enough to play at a time when guys who play several years in this league should be set for life. There are guys who aren’t, of course, but I hope I’ll be fine.

At least medical care from the team has improved over the years. The staff doesn’t let guys play after they are really hurt. Years ago, too many guys were shot up and frozen, which led to more severe injuries. That doesn’t happen so often anymore.

I’ve taken shots and pills. I wanted to play, although I asked questions before I received any medical treatment. If the doctors said I wouldn’t do any permanent damage by taking a shot, so be it—”Let’s go.” I had a job to do.

***

Many people think I was always an enforcer, but that is hardly the case. I’ve been playing hockey for almost as long as I’ve been able to stand up, and I used to be one of those big scorers. From Day One I got a lot of attention. I was on my first team at three, my first travel team at five. I got to play before the other kids because I could skate. I was always on the power play and was always one of the team’s top scorers and one of the best skaters on the team. That was all true right up until the time I played junior hockey. Heck, I was a 14-yearold defenseman in my last season of mite hockey.

When I was 15, I played Junior B hockey in Trenton in the 1983-84 season. That’s when I was playing with 20-year-olds for the first time. I looked around and said, “Wow, there’s a big difference here. I’m a child, and those guys are men.” Twenty isn’t that old, but there’s quite a difference between 15 and 20. That really opened my eyes to that fact that there’s a lot more to the game of hockey than scoring every night. I started to learn how to do more than score goals at that age. That year, I didn’t play all the time, but at least I was on the team. I had 11 goals in 40 games with only 57 penalty minutes. I thought then that if I didn’t go any further in hockey, I still would have had a great time playing the game.

The next year, I played a lot on an expansion team in Tier II Junior A called the Whitby Lawmen. Teppo Numminen, a Sabre defenseman for the last couple of years, was on that team. I was a young guy—16. The owners were trying to promote the team, and I helped give it an image. I was feisty. That year I got a lot of penalty minutes—318. There were fights, but it was really closer to wrestling. There was a lot of stuff that went on in those leagues. But I still didn’t have the role I had with the Sabres.

From there I went to junior hockey—the Cornwall Royals of the Ontario Hockey League—in 1985, and my role changed some more. I was expected to be part of the offense because there was less fighting. But I was also expected to be a good defensive player and a grinder. It took me a couple of years to play regularly there. It was tough; I didn’t really have anyone who’d talk to me about my situation. We were just expected to do our job, whatever it was, and that was it. “We’re giving you an opportunity, and it’s up to you to take advantage of it” was the attitude.

I think that made me mentally tough. When I came to the Buffalo organization and the coaches told me to change my game in order to reach the NHL, I knew I could do it. I had done it before, so I could do it again.

I had some penalty minutes in Cornwall, but I could score too. I had 11 goals and 41 assists for 52 points (with 179 penalty minutes) in 61 games my last junior season in 1987-88. There were guys who were considered the league’s best fighters, but some of them could play too. Shayne Corson was a tough guy. Brendan Shanahan was considered a big fighter back then. There were other tough guys in the OHL who were scary but who never really made it any higher up the ladder.

When I came to Rochester for the 1988-89 season, head coach John Van Boxmeer came to me and said, “This is what you’ve got to do to reach the NHL.” Boxy told me I had to learn how to be an enforcer, and that to make the NHL I needed to take Kevin Maguire and Mike Hartman’s job.

He never had to tell me again. The coaches aren’t always going to put their arms around players and tell them what to do. Players have to know that. The coaches treat you like a man by that point, and you have to act like one and know what to expect. I had 446 penalty minutes in my only full year (1988-89) in the minors, and had 335 penalty minutes for the Amerks in only 43 games the next season.

There were a few guys on those teams who were in the minors for a couple of years, and then I never saw them again. They didn’t do what was expected of them. The team’s attitude was, “If you aren’t going to do it, there are other guys out there who will.” Joel Savage and Darcy Loewen were top draft choices of the Sabres, but they didn’t do their jobs. They were out of hockey by the mid-1990s. Meanwhile, a guy like Donald Audette, who played with me in Rochester, was expected to score. Donald did whatever it took to score goals, because that was his job. He was like that throughout his career. We both played for a long time in the NHL because we did our jobs.

If you talk to the guys in the NHL who have filled the enforcer’s role for an extended period of time and been successful at it, there’s not one of them who will say they had things handed to them coming up through hockey. They were never overly skilled players. They all will say they had to earn their position. They all will say it’s tough to sit there for long periods of time and then be tapped on the shoulder and told to go fight. And if you didn’t do it, you were done.

There was added pressure because players had to say, “I’ve got to fight tonight.” There’s a level of respect among players in general in that role. We know what it took for enforcers to get there. It’s different for offensive players. Sure they can score goals. Big deal. Anyone can score a goal eventually. We know the physical players bust their rears. They are never given much credit.

Enforcers are the ones who can get upset because they have to protect some guy who makes $7 million. Players ask, “Why do I have to go look after that guy?” The answer is: “Because it’s your job.”

Enforcers don’t receive a great deal of playing time. It was difficult to adjust to that, especially when I was a rookie. I remember sitting there, getting one shift a game—there were 11 games in my career when I didn’t even get on the ice—and I started questioning myself. “What’s wrong with me?” I asked. I had to hold back tears on the bench because I thought I was doing something wrong. I thought I’d be in Rochester to play in the minors the next day, or not be in the lineup for the next game. Almost every day of my career, I was a little worried whether I was going to be in the lineup. I never had a stretch in my career when I could say, “I’m playing tomorrow.” I never had the chance to get comfortable.

I did get used to a limited amount of playing time, but some nights it was still tough to just sit there. It almost becomes a matter of pride. I’d be sitting on the bench, yapping at someone, and the answer would come back, ‘You haven’t been on the ice yet.” I just had to say, ‘You got me.”

***

Hockey fights follow certain patterns. They start when the two players are fresh, preferably right at the beginning of a shift. If somebody gets hurt, the other guy stops punching. Why go any longer? He’s done his job. If someone goes down to the ice, the fight is over. If I had a guy tied up and he was bleeding badly, I’d say, ‘You’re cut.” If he wanted to keep going, fine. Otherwise, we stopped.

I see guys who aren’t fighters who will wrestle when they hit the ground. When it was over with me, I just wanted to let go of the jersey and get to the penalty box.

One time, Tie Domi and I got into a fight where both of us just threw punches. We threw and threw and threw. Then we looked at each other and we both thought, “Is that enough?” We stopped right there. We’d proved our point.

I had boxing lessons when I was younger. That gave me a few pointers that helped throughout my career. I learned how to throw a punch. A lot of guys just use their arms or shoulders. If you watch a boxer, you’ll notice that they punch from the hip. It gives them more power. I learned how to block a punch and how to deflect a punch with the off-arm. I learned how to throw an uppercut and set up that punch after throwing a couple at the head. It’s just little techniques. The guys who know how to throw a punch are the guys who hurt other players.

Most guys study the other team’s fighters. Are they lefties? Do they stand and throw them? But after a while in the league, I fought guys enough times to know what they’d do.

I didn’t want to be the guy who lunged right in, so sometimes I circled and circled. The guys who make the first move in a fight sometimes can get really popped. When players get angry, they just come right in at you, and that’s what you want. The guy who lunges is not thinking about what he’s doing. He’s going more on aggression than anything else. The young guys will do that more than the veterans. You just sack them when they get there.

I used to be famous around the league for having my shirt come off during fights. At one time I wasn’t as big as the guys I fought against, so I had to come up with a trick to compensate. In any fight, the first thing the other guy tries to do is grab a jersey so he can get some balance, get set, and start throwing. I decided if my jersey wasn’t there, he’d have nothing to hang on to. I would go on the offense while he hung on. I didn’t tie my shoulder pads on, so I’d duck when he grabbed my jersey, and everything came right off. Then he would stand there with a jersey in his hand, and I’d go after him.

That worked for me. It worked for a long enough period of time that it gave me confidence. Then in 1996 the NHL passed a rule to prevent jersey removal during fights. Sure enough, the media called it “The Rob Ray Rule.” When the league put the rule in, it took me a while to get that confidence back. When I got older and a little smarter, it didn’t bother me.

I really didn’t fight that many different guys over the years, but it’s funny how many different uniforms they wore. Enforcers usually bounce from team to team. I was an exception, starting my career in Buffalo and staying there for more than a decade until I played parts of two seasons in Ottawa.

Domi played in Toronto for a while, but he also played in Winnipeg and New York before returning to the Maple Leafs. Craig Berube played for Washington, Toronto, Calgary, Philadelphia, and the New York Islanders. Almost every veteran enforcer moves all the time.

As long as I did my job, I wasn’t going to get in trouble. I wasn’t going to be the guy who had a finger pointed at him. I was always afraid of being a scapegoat, so I always tried to do what I was supposed to do and, hopefully, a little more.

And I did that job for 14 seasons with the Sabres. Not many guys are with the same team for that long—that feat will become even more rare in the years to come. With free agency, guys will go where the money is. During the last two times I went through unrestricted free agency when I was a regular, I was offered more money to play in other cities. It would have been nice to make more money, but when I sat down and thought about moving expenses, paying more in taxes, and so forth, in the long run it wasn’t worth it to give up what I had in Buffalo. Besides, I’d probably have been a lesser player in another city. I wouldn’t have had enough time to rebuild that comfort zone. All that time with the Sabres made me very easy to please. I didn’t go into games thinking about hat tricks. I had lower goals toward the end of my career.

One time, I was talking to Dave Andreychuk, my linemate. “Let’s go score a goal. I don’t care if I get a point. I want a plus,” I told him.

‘You’re happy with the plus?” he asked.

“I’m happy with the plus. I don’t care who gets it. Let’s score. As long as I’m a part of it.”

I may not have played as much as the other guys, but at least I was part of the team. I’d rather have sat on the bench than watched from the stands. I did what I loved to do. When the coach told me to go, I went—for one shift or a thousand.
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MY GREATEST HITS

If you search for my name on one of those Internet auction sites, you’ll find the usual hockey cards and autographed pictures. You’ll also find the odd fight tape or DVD. There are some videos put out by the NHL in which I pop up occasionally, and there are others put together by amateurs with nothing but my fights on it.

It’s kind of fun to watch them every once in a while. And sometimes my buddies will come over and watch them with me. It’s not like I look at them and say, “This is my highlight reel,” but I still remember all of the fights.

When I see some of them now, I realize why I had trouble defending myself at first. I had to learn not to go into it so gung-ho, and not fight as much. I used to just throw myself into a fight without thinking—just grab on and go and go and go. I learned to take a couple just to give a couple.

So have a seat, and I’ll take you through some memorable fights, incidents, and personalities.

ED BELFOUR

We were playing in Chicago one night, and Pat LaFontaine crashed into Blackhawks goalie Ed Belfour. Everyone piled up, including me.

Well, Patty crawled underneath the pile. He had his gloves on his hands and said, “Rayzor, put your head in between my gloves so they can’t hit you.”

The line on the ice for that incident was LaFontaine-Ray-Alexander Mogilny. There wasn’t too much help for me there when problems started.

DAVE BROWN

I had a fight with him a couple of years into my career that really helped my confidence.

Philadelphia’s Brown was a big guy—6-5, 222. We went at it for quite a while. Toward the end, I caught him with a really solid punch, and he grabbed on to me and said something like, “Eeeehhh.” I can tell when I’ve hit someone hard. I can hear the wind come right out of them.

That really turned me around mentally. I felt like I belonged in the league after that.

THE CALGARY BENCH

Sometimes a fight will start, and before you know it, you are over the boards and in their bench.

In December 1991, we played Calgary at home. It was the first game between the teams since LaFontaine had had his jaw broken when we played them in Calgary about three weeks before that. Grant Ledyard, a couple of other guys, and I wound up in their bench, fighting away.

That was when such incidents were “fun.” If you did that now, you’d be in so much trouble you couldn’t afford to play. You’d be broke.

You’re really in enemy territory when you wind up on the other bench. I remember what happened when guys wound up on our bench while I was sitting there, and trust me—we started laying the skates to them, kicking them, giving them the end of the stick— anything we could do that nobody would see. That’s not a fun place to be. I’ve been there.

Even when a fight is just by the bench rather than in it, guys give it to you verbally. It doesn’t happen now as much as it used to, but back then guys always tried to get me going by talking trash. On the other hand, I loved giving it to guys when I was just sitting there, watching a fight.

DOWN ON THE FARM

When I signed with the Ottawa Senators in 2004, they sent me to their American Hockey League team in Binghamton for a week to get into shape. I hadn’t played a game in nine months when I suited up for Binghamton for the first time, which was a game in Syracuse. This big kid came up and said, “We going to go?”

“Man, can you give me a period or two to warm up?” I said.

“What do you mean?”

“I haven’t played in nine months. I just started skating hard last week. This is my first game. Can you give me a period to get into it?”

Then the puck dropped, and he said nope. He started beating on me right there. We fought and fought. The officials finally broke it up.

In Syracuse, the rink is about as big as a matchbox, but when I looked to see where the penalty box was after the fight, it looked like it was in Buffalo. I didn’t think I was going to make it.

Another time in Springfield, some big young kid came up to me early in the game during a face-off. “Hey, legend, are we going to go?” he asked.

“What?” I answered.

“Are we going to go?”

“Do we have to? How about a stick instead? How about two sticks? They will be in your stall after the game.”

“OK,” and he took off.

TODD FEDORUK

We played the Flyers in November 2000, and before the game, as before all others, the coaches told us exactly who was playing—who they were and everything about them. If there were some new kids up, they let us know about them so we’d be prepared when we went out for the game. But nothing was ever said about Fedoruk, nothing about him ever having fought or anything. He hadn’t even played in an NHL game before that season.

Fedoruk and I lined up next to each other for a face-off. All of a sudden he said, “Wanna go?”

I looked at him and said, “What?”

‘You want to go?”

“Who are you?”

He looked at me and said, “Hey, I play just like you. I just got called up. You want to go?”

At this point, I thought he was trying to con me in to draw a penalty. So I said, “OK, we’ll go.” After the puck dropped I backed off just to see what he was going to do. Sure enough, he dropped his gloves. I said to myself, “All right, let’s go.”

We got in the fight. When it was over, I said, “Good fight.” He was a young guy and everything, so I gave him a little boost of confidence.

“Thanks, man,” he answered. “That was unbelievable. Unbelievable.” And he took off for the penalty box.

After the period ended, he told the guys in his dressing room he was surprised I didn’t know who he was. “Can you believe he never heard of me before? Can you believe that?” he said.

PAUL KRUSE

Here’s a reason you learn not to carry many grudges in this business. I had a fight with Paul Kruse of the Islanders on March 10, 1998, in Long Island. Two weeks later, we traded Jason Dawe to the Islanders … for Kruse.
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