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Preface

The Long Awaited Reunion with Lord Stanley’s Cup …

It has been a yearly quest for more than ninety seasons for the sport’s ultimate trophy. While the Boston Bruins have drank from the fabled Cup on six occasions, there have been two extended droughts—one of twenty-nine years, and the other more recent of thirty-nine years.

Often, there is a more compelling story of the journey than of the arrival. On June 15, 2011, the Boston Bruins, rising to the heights of their capabilities and perhaps a bit beyond, shifted many painful memories and bitter disappointments to a less prominent place in the minds of a legion of followers. But at that precise moment, it was nearly impossible not to look back to a simpler time when the thought of such an expedition seemed far less daunting.

The scene fades to New York’s Madison Square Garden, May 11, 1972. The Bruins skate around the ice with the Stanley Cup—the second time they have captured the coveted trophy in three years. With figures such as Bobby Orr and Phil Esposito solidly in their prime and an outstanding supporting cast around them, it was reasonable to assume that this scene would be repeated a few more times as the decade unfolded.

Entering the Stanley Cup Finals in June, 2011, no lifelong Bruins’ fan under the age of forty-two could possibly possess a personal, firsthand memory of the team winning the elusive prize, or the subsequent victory parade through the streets of Boston.

But even as that parade was rolling in the spring of ’72 celebrating the beloved Bruins, the landscape of professional hockey was in the process of being altered forever. Not only was the National Hockey League set to add two new teams—the New York Islanders and the Atlanta Flames—the World Hockey Association was set to begin its inaugural season in the fall, with twelve new teams poised to compete directly with the NHL for both players and fans.

As the Bruins were set to open the 1972-73 season to defend their Stanley Cup championship, they would be doing so without key players such as goaltender Gerry Cheevers, who signed with Cleveland of the WHA and Derek Sanderson, who signed a lavish deal with the new circuit’s Philadelphia team. Ted Green and Johnny McKenzie jumped to the league’s nearby New England Whalers, while Eddie Westfall was lost to the Islanders in the expansion draft. The team that the entire Boston area had fallen head over heels for the previous few seasons had lost several of its key components and would never again be able to replicate the success of 1972. The Bruins franchise would continue to retain its extraordinarily loyal fan base, but for the next few decades, they would live in the formidable shadow of those Stanley Cup winners from the early 1970s. They possessed a unique blend of sheer talent and a cast of true characters that had proven to be virtually impossible to duplicate.

Reprising even one of those unforgettable Stanley Cup victories over these many years has proven to be as elusive as the fabled unicorn, the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, or Captain Ahab’s white whale.

Eleven months after hoisting the Cup in ’72 at Madison Square Garden, the Bruins were unceremoniously eliminated from the playoffs in the first round in five games by those same Rangers. The recently departed Bruins stars had taken a bit of the team’s magic with them.

The next season the Bruins bounced back and celebrated the franchise’s 50th season with a better performance in ’73-’74 and managed to get back to the Stanley Cup Finals. They were beaten, however, by the upstart Philadelphia Flyers in six games. Led by center Bobby Clarke and goaltender Bernie Parent, the “Broad Street Bullies” also won the following season’s Stanley Cup. With that Cup victory in 1975, the Flyers had won as many in their eight-season existence as Boston had won in the previous thirty-three years.

The Bruins were clearly one of the elite teams in the NHL in the decade of the 1970s, finishing either first or second in their division every season. But by 1977, the nucleus of the team was dramatically different from the Stanley Cup winning teams from earlier in the decade. Though Cheevers had returned to the team in early ’76 and Johnny Bucyk and Wayne Cashman remained, gone were Orr, Esposito, Ken Hodge, Fred Stanfield, Eddie Johnston, and Don Awrey. In their places were Brad Park, Jean Ratelle, Peter McNab, Rick Middleton, and Mike Milbury, with the popular and outspoken Don Cherry behind the bench.

In May of ’77 Boston advanced to the Stanley Cup Finals, but had the unenviable task of facing a Montreal team that was not only the defending Cup champion but who had won sixty games in the regular season while losing only eight. The series was over quickly as the juggernaut Canadiens swept the Bruins in four straight games.

The two teams had a return engagement in the Finals in the following spring, 1978. The Canadiens were only slightly less dominant that season, winning 59 and losing 10. After losing the first two games in Montreal, the Bruins managed to tie the Series with wins in Games 3 and 4 back at the Boston Garden. But Montreal came back with wins in Games 5 and 6 to capture the third of what would be four straight Cups for the Canadiens.

But it was Boston’s exit from the playoffs in the spring of 1979 that Boston Red Sox fans might relate to as the Bruins “Bucky Dent” or “Bill Buckner moment.”

Ahead by one goal in Game 7 with two-and-a-half minutes to go in the conference finals against their old nemesis, Montreal, fate would intervene in a cruel way.

At that moment, a penalty was called on Boston for “too many men on the ice.” The call elicits a collective groan to this day from every Bruins fan who observed it. Despite a gallant effort, the Bruins could not hang on to kill off the penalty. With less than a minute and a half remaining in regulation time, the Canadiens’ star right-winger, Guy Lafleur, put a slapshot past Bruins goaltender Gilles Gilbert. Nearly ten minutes into overtime, Canadiens’ left-winger Yvan Lambert’s goal helped Montreal send the Bruins home empty-handed for the third straight year. Compounding the anguish for Bruins’ fans was the realization that had Boston hung on to win Game 7 to advance to the Finals, they would have met a New York Rangers team that many felt was inferior to the Bruins. Boston had finished the regular season with nine more points than New York, and had beaten the Rangers in three of their five meetings. Montreal went on to dispatch New York in five games to win their fourth straight Stanley Cup. Bruins’ fans were left to ponder “what if … ”.

The loss further kindled the horrific memory of being eliminated by Montreal in the playoffs back in 1971. The defending Stanley Cup-winning Bruins had put together what was likely their greatest season both collectively and individually before or since. They took their 57 wins and 121 points into the opening round versus the Canadiens (46 wins, 97 points). In goal for Montreal was rookie Ken Dryden, who had only appeared in six games in the regular season. Dryden’s performance in goal was stellar, and Boston went home stunned after a Game 7 loss.

As the decade of the ’80s was getting underway, the team was adding young players who could potentially form a great nucleus for the future. The month after their disheartening defeat at the hands of Montreal in May of ’79, Boston drafted defenseman Ray Bourque in the first round of the amateur draft. They would add center Barry Pederson in the ’80 draft, the ill-fated Normand Leveille in ’81, and defenseman Gord Kluzak in ’82. These and other youngsters such as Steve Kasper and Mike Krushelynski were set to blend with veterans Middleton, Peter McNabb, Brad Park, and Terry O’Reilly.

On April 25, 1982, the Bruins failed to advance beyond the second round of the playoffs for the third consecutive year with a Game 7, 2-1 loss to Quebec. It ultimately became the last game played by left-winger Don Marcotte, who wrapped up his 15-season NHL career spent entirely in a Bruins uniform. Now ten years since Boston last skated with the Cup, only veteran Wayne Cashman remained from that magical team. One year later, Cashman would play his last game, and the original “Big, Bad Bruins” took their place in team history.

In Cashman’s last playoff series in May of 1983, Boston made it all the way to Game 6 of the Wales Conference Finals, defeated by the powerful three-time defending Stanley Cup champion New York Islanders. Again, it was another big “what if” for Bruins fans. Had Boston been able to get by the Islanders and advance to the Finals, many felt they had a decent chance at beating Edmonton. Though the Oilers featured a young Wayne Gretzky and an equally young Mark Messier, the team was inexperienced, making its first appearance in the Finals. They had won three less regular season games than the Bruins had while playing in the weaker Campbell Conference. In their three regular season meetings that year, Boston had won two and tied one. The Islanders went on to a four-game sweep of Edmonton, earning their fourth consecutive title.

Throughout the mid-1980s it was firmly established for a generation of Bruins fans that the Montreal Canadiens were to the Bruins what the New York Yankees had been to the Boston Red Sox. All roads to the Stanley Cup seemed to go through Montreal, and the Bruins were finding every dead end. For four straight years, from 1984 through 1987, the Bruins were eliminated in the first round of the playoffs by “Les Habs.” Boston’s combined record over those four series against Montreal was 2-12. In the twenty seasons from the spring of 1968 through the spring of ’87, the Bruins were bounced by Montreal ten times.

The tide turned a year later in the second round of the 1988 playoffs. The Bruins got a rather large monkey off their back by beating Montreal in a playoff series for the first time in forty-five years. Boston had finished in second place in the Adams Division, 9 points behind the Canadiens, but the playoffs told a different story. Led by Bourque, Cam Neely, Ken Linseman, and goalie Reggie Lemelin, the Bruins knocked out their archrivals in five games. They lost the opening game in Montreal, 5-2, but won the next four by a combined score of 13-5. It was tremendously liberating for the Bruins and their fans to finally prevail against their hated rivals.

Boston kept rolling, beating the New Jersey Devils in seven games in the conference finals. They earned the right to face Edmonton in the Cup Finals in May of ’88, their first Finals appearance in ten years. The Oilers, led by Gretzky, Messier, and goaltender Grant Fuhr, had won the Cup three of the previous four years. They proved to be too strong, beating the Bruins in each of the first three games. The fourth game, at the Boston Garden, was tied 3-3 when a transformer blew, causing a blackout. Power was unable to be restored, and the game was suspended. Two days later back in Edmonton, the Oilers skated away with their fourth Cup in five seasons. It would be the final game Gretzky would play for Edmonton, as he was traded to the Los Angeles Kings less than three months later.

As a result of the mechanical problems that occurred in the ancient Boston Garden that May, talk of replacing it became more serious. It would take eight more years before the old barn gave way to the new Fleet Center (now known as TD Garden).

A year after their loss in the ’88 Finals to Gretzky and company, the Bruins revisited the painful experience of being eliminated by the Canadiens once again. This time it came in the second round in five games.

Led by rookie coach Mike Milbury the following season, the 1989-’90 edition of the Bruins was their most powerful in years. They topped the NHL in victories and points, led by Neely’s 55 goals, Norris Trophy-winning defense from Bourque, and a great goaltending tandem of Lemelin and Andy Moog. They earned a rematch of the Finals of two years prior with a chance for revenge against Edmonton, now led by Messier, Jari Kurri, and former (and future) Bruins’ goaltender Bill Ranford.

The results were not much better this time around, however, as it took only five games for the Oilers to dispose of the Bruins. Boston managed to win Game 3 by a slim 2-1 margin, but were ousted two games later in what was to be the last Stanley Cup Finals ever held at the old Boston Garden.

Though the Bruins would advance to the conference finals the next two seasons, and their future appeared bright, they were set to embark on what would be their longest drought of Stanley Cup Finals appearances in the history of the franchise. As the years marched onward, the Bruins experienced many noteworthy occurrences, events, performances, player transactions, and coaching changes, but none of them seemed to put the team in the best-of-seven series that could earn them the Cup. The following two decades were marked more by a variety of happenings that generally had little to do with capturing the sport’s ultimate prize. The 1994-’95 season was cut down to 48 games due to a labor dispute. September of ’95 saw the closing of the old Garden and the opening of the new Fleet Center. January of ’96 provided a thrill when the new arena hosted the annual All-Star Game, with Ray Bourque scoring the winning goal with a half-minute remaining. 1997 saw something the Bruins hadn’t done in thirty years. They missed the playoffs and finished with the worst record in the NHL. The positive side to that was drafting popular young potential superstar Joe Thornton first overall in June, 1997. They also had the eighth pick in that draft’s first round, which they used to select Russian left-winger Sergei Samsonov.

Boston made it back to the playoffs the following spring, but were dismissed by the Washington Capitals in the opening round. They made it to the second round in 1999, but were sent home by Buffalo in six games.

The Bruins suffered a terrible season in ’99-2000, and in early March, when a playoff spot was out of reach, they made a painful decision. They traded the 39-year-old Bourque to Colorado to provide him with a chance to finally win a Stanley Cup. His new team fell one game shy of making the Finals that spring, but one year later, in a bittersweet scene for Bruins fans, Bourque finally won his Cup in an Avalanche uniform.

As the twenty-first century arrived, the Bruins were entering a decade that would almost rival the futility of the dark days from the 1959-’60 season through 1966-’67. From the spring of 2000 through 2009, they missed making the playoffs four times (excluding the 2004-’05 season, which was cancelled by another labor dispute). On the five occasions during that span that they did qualify for the playoffs, they got past the first round only once.

Finally, in the spring of 2010, Boston looked like they were on the verge of making a serious run at the Cup. They beat Buffalo four games to two in the opening round of the playoffs. They then took a commanding three-games-to-none lead over Philadelphia in the second round when fate intervened once again. Against overwhelming odds, the Flyers were able to chip away, one game at a time, and found themselves tied three games apiece, forcing a Game 7.

Boston jumped out to an early 3-0 lead in that final match, but by the third period, the Flyers had crept back to tie the score. Late in the game, when overtime appeared a distinct possibility, a ghost from 1979 came to haunt the new Garden. The Bruins were again called for “too many men on the ice” and were unable to kill the penalty as Simon Gagne scored to put the Flyers ahead to stay, 4-3. The Bruins and their fans were stunned. It was only the third time in NHL history a team had blown a three-games–to-none lead.

It was a horrible way to celebrate the 40th anniversary of Bobby Orr’s historic Stanley Cup-winning goal.

Five months later, the 2010-11 Bruins had to find a way to put their colossal collapse behind them to begin a new quest in a new season.

This particular edition began to add its important components years before, when it signed a journeyman minor league goaltender named Tim Thomas. He would make his NHL debut with Boston in 2002 at nearly twenty-nine years old, and would spend significant time with the Bruins minor league team in Providence over the next few seasons. His rise to being one of the top goalies in the league is a remarkable story of perseverance.

General manager Mike O’Connell added more key players in the amateur drafts, picking center Patrice Bergeron in 2003 and center David Krejci in ’04. After O’Connell’s dismissal, interim G.M. Jeff Gorton added both Milan Lucic and Brad Marchand through the 2006 draft. Two weeks before the Bruins officially hired Peter Chiarelli as their new G.M., the team made one of its most significant acquisitions by signing free agent all-star defenseman Zdeno Chara.

The team had hired coach Dave Lewis before the ’06-’07 season, but Chiarelli cut his losses with Lewis after just one year and brought in former Devils and Canadiens coach Claude Julien. The general manager also executed several key trades over the next few years, bringing in right wingers Michael Ryder and Mark Recchi, center Nathan Horton, and defensemen Andrew Ference, Johnny Boychuk, and Dennis Seidenberg. Chiarelli had also traded young center Phil Kessel in 2009 for a draft pick that turned out to be center Tyler Seguin.

Boston’s 46 regular season victories helped them finish tied for fourth in their conference with 103 points. But simply making the playoffs wasn’t going to make up for the previous season’s shocking end. The task began with an opening round against the always challenging Canadiens. The Bruins quickly found themselves down 0-2 in the series, but came back to win in seven games, including three victories in overtime.

They then exacted revenge against the Philadelphia team that embarrassed them the spring before by sweeping them in four straight games. It was on to Tampa Bay to face the Lightning in the conference finals. It was an incredibly hard-fought series with two teams that appeared fairly evenly matched. In the end, the Bruins prevailed in a spectacular Game 7 with a late goal for a 1-0 win and at last, a return trip to the Stanley Cup Final, where they’d face the President’s Cup-winning Vancouver Canucks.

Slightly favored entering the series, Vancouver and their top goaltender, Roberto Luongo, jumped out to a two games-to-none lead, with both games won by a one-goal margin. An incident that occurred in Game 2 served as a spark and a rallying cry for Boston, however. A brutal hit by Canuck defenseman Aaron Rome on forward Nathan Horton saw Horton taken off on a stretcher, lost for the remainder of the series with a severe concussion. Boston would come back in the next two games at home and send a clear message by beating Vancouver 8-1 and 4-0.
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