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This book is dedicated to my father George Grimm,
who introduced me to the Rangers so many years ago,
and to John Halligan who encouraged me to write about them.


FOREWORD

THE NEW YORK Rangers have a long, rich, and colorful history and I was very proud to be part of it as a player, general manager, and coach.

When I took over as general manager in 1964 the Rangers had not made the playoffs in three years and only once in the previous six seasons. The farm system wasn’t producing, players from other teams didn’t want to be traded here, and the players we had were small. One year I sent our uniforms from the previous season to one of our junior clubs so they could use them and a week later I got a call from their general manager saying that the uniforms were too small.

It took some time but we were able to reorganize the minor league system, increase the number of our junior clubs, add more scouts, and start to bring in players that had the skill and size to bring the team back to respectability.

I was lucky enough to coach some of the greatest players in Ranger history: Jean Ratelle, Rod Gilbert, Harry Howell, Brad Park, Ed Giacomin, Walt Tkaczuk, and many others. And within a couple of years we were able to turn the organization around and make the playoffs for nine consecutive seasons.

We had some very good teams. We did everything but win. We were good enough to win two or three Stanley Cups but in order to win you’ve got to be good and you’ve got to be lucky. You’ve gotta be healthy. You’ve got to stay away from injuries.

But I was always very proud of my players, they worked hard, never quit, and they always gave it everything they had. They knew the systems that I put in place and didn’t stray from those systems. We always competed. And they were a great group to coach. They were like a family and stuck up for one another.

I had to make some tough decisions along the way but that’s what general managers are paid to do. Some of those decisions worked out and some didn’t but I’ve never had any regrets. The years I spent in New York were the best years of my life.

—Emile Francis

West Palm Beach, Florida


INTRODUCTION

THEIR JOURNEY BEGAN almost sixty years ago when a young father took his very small son by the hand and led him to New York City and to a dark, smoky place with a lot of steps and a bright white sheet of ice at the center.

Little did the young boy know that what he was about to experience at the “old” Madison Square Garden that night would stay with him for the rest of his life.

Down on the ice, players dressed in brightly colored uniforms skated effortlessly as heavily padded goaltenders kicked and swatted at pucks fired with crooked sticks. The rest of the people in the arena seemed to react in unison to the action on the ice as their gasps, groans, and cheers came as one. The little boy instantly began to love this game and this place, for its speed and color and the excitement it brought into his young life.

The boy began reading everything he could get his hands on about this Canadian sport. He learned about its history and heroes, players like Maurice and Henri Richard and Jean Beliveau, Eddie Shore and Howie Morenz, Gordie Howe, Terry Sawchuk, and Johnny Bower. He also read about Lord Stanley of Preston and his fabled Cup and men like Frank Boucher, Davey Kerr, the Cook brothers and Lester Patrick who had won it for the Rangers not all that long ago in the ’30s and ’40s.

He memorized the words to “O Canada” and “The Rangers Victory Song” and asked his mother for a Rangers jersey for Christmas. The request prompted the usual “We’ll see” response, but a few weeks later the boy unwrapped one of the greatest presents he had ever received—a blue Rangers jersey with a big number 1 on the back! The youngster sat glued to the television on Saturday nights while Win Elliot and Bob Wolff brought the heroics of “Gump” Worsley, Andy Bathgate, and Harry Howell into his living room. He played table hockey with his dad in the kitchen, always having to be the Bruins to his father’s Rangers. He soon became the only kid on his block who owned a hockey stick as he shot a ball against the factory wall across the street. His neighbors must have thought the kid was nuts!

At the time, the Rangers and Bruins battled for fifth place instead of first and the Stanley Cup was something that Toronto, Montreal, and Detroit played for. But it wasn’t about winning and losing back then, just about watching the game and marveling at the artistry of the players. But as the boy grew into a teenager the Rangers signed “Boom Boom” Geoffrion and made the playoffs for the first time since he began watching them. His father stood on a pre-dawn line for playoff tickets. But that spring, the Blueshirts brought tears to the young man’s eyes for the first time as they lost four straight to the mighty Canadiens. The father knew those tears would not be the last.

The years went by. The boy used his high school ID card to buy side balcony seats at the old Garden for $1.25 and later shared season tickets in the blue seats with his father when the new Garden opened. They also shared the joys and disappointments of being a Rangers fan while the likes of Ed Giacomin, Brad Park, Jean Ratelle, Rod Gilbert, Walter Tkaczuk, Ted Irvine, and Pete “Stemmer” Stemkowski performed before them. But as each era came and went, the results were the same. With each passing year, the tears became fewer as the expectations dimmed. Both wanted to believe, but neither actually thought they’d ever see a Rangers Stanley Cup victory together.

But then something truly amazing happened. Somehow the sun, the moon, and the stars aligned perfectly and at about eleven o’clock on the evening of June 14, 1994, the son telephoned his father and they watched the spectacle together, speechless. The tears once again flowed from their eyes, for the journey had finally led to the Promised Land. Although in different cities, they were sharing their first Stanley Cup together. Words failed them. A huge weight had been removed from their shoulders. Their lives had changed forever. They would never again have to hear chants of “1940” or feel embarrassed when asked the eternal question, “What’s the matter with your Rangers?”

As you’ve probably guessed by now, I am the young boy in this story. Pop is gone now but I’m forever grateful to him for introducing me to the game of hockey and the New York Rangers, and taking me on the longest, most frustrating, and yet most rewarding journey of my life.

This book is a tribute to the Rangers of my youth, Plante and Paille, Giacomin and Villemure. Harry Howell and Jim “The Chief” Neilson, “The Old Smoothies,” The “G-A-G Line,” and The “Bulldog Line.” “Boomer,” “Stemmer,” “Sarge,” Park, and Tkaczuk and, of course, “The Cat.” It’s the story of Emile Francis and his players and those seasons. The highs and the lows. The inspiring victories, the devastating losses, and the funny moments along the way. I hope you enjoy it.

—George Grimm

April 2017


1

Muzz Must Go!

BY THE FALL of 1964, it was clear that the New York Rangers were in need of a change. They had not qualified for the Stanley Cup playoffs in three years and Madison Square Garden management, as well as the fans, was losing patience with general manager Muzz Patrick. In his nine years at the helm, the Blueshirts had made it to the postseason just four times, were ousted in the first round each time, and had gone through five coaches. Attendance was down, especially on weeknights, and towards the end of the 1963–64 season with the Blueshirts firmly ensconced in fifth place, the fans began serenading Patrick with rhythmic chants of “Muzz Must Go!” One night the ever-creative fans brought balloons imprinted with “Muzz Must Go!” on one side and the French translation, “Muzz Allez Doit” on the other. Patrick was understandably upset and embarrassed by the fans’ actions. And it didn’t help that when he joined his family following the game he noticed that his young daughter Lori was holding one of the balloons. “I knew she didn’t understand the significance of it,” Patrick said later. “But you can’t take a balloon away from your little girl.”

Patrick’s job was in jeopardy for a number of reasons. In 1960, one of his biggest supporters, team president John Reed Kilpatrick, died and the Graham Paige Investment Corporation gained control of the Garden, naming Irving Mitchell Felt as CEO. Admiral John J. Bergen became the team president but was later replaced by a smart New York lawyer named William Jennings who was not fond of Patrick nor his love for New York City’s nightlife.

Patrick also made two moves that did not sit well with the fans or immediately change the Rangers’ fortunes. In June of 1963 he sent fan favorite, goalie Lorne “Gump” Worsley, along with Dave Balon, Leon Rochefort, and Len Ronson to Montreal for netminder Jacques Plante, Donnie Marshall, and Phil Goyette. Marshall and Goyette played very well and were major contributors to the rebuilding of the franchise that was to come, but Plante, the centerpiece of the deal who was supposed to be the next Rangers savior, was a bust and eventually wound up in the minors.

Then in February of 1964, he sent team captain Andy Bathgate, another fan favorite, and Don McKenney to Toronto for Bob Nevin, Dick Duff, Rod Seiling, Arnie Brown, and Billy Collins. The deal eventually paid off as Nevin, Seiling, and Brown became key players in the rebuilding process, but Patrick would unfortunately not be around to reap those rewards.

The end of the Muzz Patrick era came early in the 1964–65 season when Plante was sent down to the Rangers’ Baltimore farm team. Plante blasted the Rangers management, coaches, and training conditions in a wire service story that was buried in the back of the New York Herald-Tribune. However, Stan Fischler, then a reporter for the New York Journal-American, contacted Plante in Baltimore to validate the story. When Plante continued to ridicule Patrick, coach Red Sullivan, and everything else associated with the Blueshirts, Fischler wrote his own story which subsequently made headlines, attracting the attention of the Rangers.

An incensed Patrick called Plante back to New York for an explanation and later at the ensuing news conference got into an argument with Fischler, twice calling him a “prick.” The episode greatly embarrassed new team president William Jennings and Muzz resigned as general manager the next day, October 30, 1964, and was bumped upstairs and put in charge of the upcoming move to the new Madison Square Garden.

Patrick was replaced by Emile “The Cat” Francis, who had been his assistant general manager since 1962. Francis, a former goaltender, played professional hockey for 15 years, mostly in the minor leagues. He made it to the NHL with Chicago in 1946 and was traded to the Rangers along with Alex Kaleta for fellow netminder “Sugar” Jim Henry in 1948. In New York he was primarily a backup for Chuck Rayner, seeing action in only 22 games over four seasons and posting a 3.19 goals against average. In total, Francis played in 95 NHL games, registering one shutout and a 3.76 GAA.

The Cat

Emile Percy Francis was born on September 13, 1926, in North Battleford, Saskatchewan, and learned early on that he would have to work hard if he wanted to survive.

EMILE FRANCIS: “I came from nothing. My dad died when I was seven years old, it was during the depression. He was thirty-seven and had leukemia. My mother had to go back to work as a nurse for seventy-five dollars a month working from seven in the morning to seven at night. No vacation, no time off. I was selling newspapers on the street when I was eight years old. The paper was five cents and I’d get half a penny for every paper I sold. I had to hustle all my life.”

Young Emile snuck into his first hockey game by hiding under the coat of one of the visiting Flin Flon Bombers who were in town to play the North Battleford Beavers. It cost a quarter to get into the game but Emile didn’t have a quarter. Noticing that the visiting players changed at a hotel about a block away from the arena and wore their coats over their uniforms, Emile asked the biggest player, Butch Stahan, if he could hide under his coat to get into the game. Stahan said “Come on, kid” and Emile was in. “I was mesmerized,” he recalls, and thus a hockey lifer was born.

As a child, Emile started out as a center but played all of the other positions as well. Advised by his uncle to pick a position and stick with it, Emile decided to be a goaltender because they played the entire game. He played a handful of games for the local Battleford Beavers of the Saskatchewan Junior League in 1941–42 when he was only fifteen years old. When he was seventeen, he moved away from home to play in the Eastern Amateur Hockey League with the Philadelphia Falcons in 1943–44 and the Washington Lions in 1944–45.

After a year in the Canadian Armed Forces, Emile returned to Saskatchewan to play for the Moose Jaw Canucks and it was then that he earned the nickname that he would be known by the rest of his career. The Canucks were in the midst of an eighteen-game undefeated streak and Emile’s play so impressed Scotty Melville, a local sportswriter, that he wrote “The Moose Jaw Canucks unveiled a new goalkeeper named Emile Francis and he’s quick as a cat.”

From there Emile bounced around hockey’s professional leagues, making stops in Chicago and New York (NHL), New Haven, Cincinnati, Cleveland, Vancouver, Saskatoon, Seattle, Victoria, and Spokane before retiring in 1960.

EMILE FRANCIS: “I broke into the NHL in 1946–47 with the Chicago Black Hawks. Chicago was in last place and you know when you’re in last place in January you either get another goalkeeper or you fire the coach. In that case they had a guy named Paul Bibeault playing goal and they brought me in and the first game was against Boston. And it was as funny as hell, before Jacques Plante, I used to come out of the net to handle the puck. So the puck comes in about fifteen feet inside our blue line. I was just about to clear the puck and who the hell do I run into but Milt Schmidt. He was one of the best centers in the National Hockey League. He hit me so hard for crissakes I think he knocked me right out of my jockstrap. My gloves went one way, my stick went another way. Chicago always used to announce the attendance. And it’s still in their record book, they had 22,000 people in the building one night but they only had 16,600 seats! So the next day at practice there were twenty fire marshals there. From then on Chicago always announced 16,600 as their attendance, but you can be sure they had 20,000 in there. They were paying somebody off I’m sure.

“So after a while the coach, Charlie Conacher, said to me ‘As long as I’m the coach of this team you’ll always be the goalkeeper, so don’t worry about anything.’ So I’m feeling pretty safe and I can send out my laundry and dry cleaning. No sooner had I done that but I got a call from Bill Tobin, the owner, he says ‘I just wanted to let you know that you’ve been traded to the New York Rangers.’ I said you can’t trade me. He said ‘What do you mean I can’t trade you?’ I said, I just sent out my laundry. He said, ‘You can pick that up on your next trip into Chicago.’

“After they traded me to New York they brought in two veteran goalkeepers. The first guy was Sugar Jim Henry, because that was the deal, I went to New York and Henry went to Chicago. After that they brought in Frankie Brimsek. He was a great goaltender, but he was thirty-seven, thirty-eight years old. And all those guys they brought in, their goals against average was always higher than mine and I was only twenty-one years old.

“So the Rangers made a change, Frank Boucher stepped down as coach and brought in Lynn Patrick who was coaching in New Haven. And I was playing for Patrick in New Haven. So Chuck Rayner got hurt and the next game was in Chicago and they called me up to play. So it was Lynn Patrick’s first game coaching the Rangers and we beat them, 3–2. Now Bill Tobin always sat in the corner to the right of the visiting net. So when the game ended I took my thumb and I went ‘up your ass’ towards Tobin. So the next day I got a call from the president of the league, ‘We got a complaint, did you do this, did you do that?’ I said yes I did. So he says ‘Well, it’s gonna cost you $500.’ God, I think I was only making about $5,000 back then so it was a lot of money.

“But this guy Tobin was really something. First of all they tried to sign me in training camp but I wouldn’t sign for what they were offering. I went and played in the Western League and eventually they came back with a better offer. I didn’t get what I wanted but I got a hell of a lot more than their first offer. So now the season ends and I go into his office. He’s sitting with the PR director and says ‘what are you doing here?’

“I said ‘I came here to talk to you.’

“‘Talk to me about what?’

“‘Well, talk to you about my transportation going home.’

“He says, ‘We brought you here, you can take yourself home.’

“I said, ‘I don’t think that’s fair, I live further away than anybody else on this team. Most of the guys here are from Eastern Canada. I come from Western Canada.’

“He said, ‘I didn’t tell you where to live!’

“But that’s the way they operated. He and I never got along from the beginning, starting with the negotiations so when we beat them I wanted to give him the finger.”

Francis was small (5 foot 7, 150 pounds), but he was quick and had a good glove hand. He also gained a reputation as a tough, feisty competitor who had the mental and physical toughness needed to play hockey’s most demanding position.

In his book When the Rangers were Young, Frank Boucher related a couple of stories which demonstrated Emile’s courage. Boucher was the Rangers GM and he was in New Haven watching his top farm club play Providence when Emile was hit in the face with a shot from the point.


“He was a little fellow, five-seven or so and weighing 155 pounds and his view was blocked by a big defenseman named Jerry Claude, six-two and burly. He didn’t see the shot from the point which Claude could have blocked but ducked at the last instant. The puck hit Cat in the mouth and nose. It loosened six teeth and cut his nose badly. I went down to the dressing room to see how he was. He was the only New Haven goaltender so he knew he would have to go back into the net when the doctor was finished patching him up. ‘Has anyone got any brandy?’ I asked. Someone produced a bottle and I poured a stiff slug for Emile. He downed it, shook his head, climbed to his feet, and went back into the padded cell.

There was another night in New York when the puck tore his lip so badly that it curled around his nose. Our club doctor Vincent Nardiello did the stitching with Emile sprawled on his back in the dressing room. I knew from experience that the most painful part of the body stitching was around the nose and lips and eyes. Emile kept saying ‘Doc, doc for the love of Mike, hurry up!’ He was really suffering, but he just laid there telling the doctor to get the damned job done. Emile had more guts than most. He lost eighteen teeth during his career, had his nose broken five times and needed something like 250 stitches to close up the cuts. He had ligaments torn in both knees and required surgery on his right ankle. Dr. Kazuo Yanagisawa, another Ranger doctor, operated on his shoulder in 1951 because of chronic pain following a shoulder separation.”



Even though Francis had a less than spectacular playing career, he nevertheless changed the way goaltenders played their position by developing the forerunner of the modern day goaltender’s gloves. Unhappy with the catching gloves that netminders used at the time, he decided to try to improve them while he was with the Black Hawks. Since he played a lot of baseball during the off season, he asked his trainer to take a first baseman’s mitt to the shoemaker and have him sew the cuff of a regular hockey glove onto it. And the rest, as they say, is history.

EMILE FRANCIS: “I used that glove for about a year and a half and nobody said anything. But we were playing in Detroit and King Clancy was the referee. In those days the game was at eight o’clock and we were on the ice at 7:45 and you’d warm up for fifteen minutes and then they’d start the game. So Jack Adams, the Detroit coach and general manager, and Clancy are pointing down at me. I’m thinking maybe there’s no goal judge. But I look behind me and there’s a goal judge and I wonder what the hell are they pointing at.

“So Clancy comes over and says, ‘Let me see that glove you’re wearing. What is this?’ So I said, what do you mean what is this—it’s a glove.

“Clancy says, ‘You can’t use that.’

“‘What do you mean I can’t use it?’

“‘He says it’s too big.’

“I say ‘it’s a trapper mitt, George McQuinn model, he played for the Yankees. I put a cuff on it.’

“He says, ‘Well you can’t use it.’

“I said, ‘King, if I can’t use it, you don’t have a game.’

“He says, ‘What are you talking about?’

“I said ‘that’s the only glove I’ve got. I’m not gonna use a players glove to play goal with. If I can’t use that I don’t play.’ So he asks me, ‘Where are you going next?’ I said Montreal.

“He says, ‘Good. I’m gonna call [league president] Clarence Campbell. He can decide what you’re gonna do with that glove.’

“So I had to go see Campbell, and he had been a colonel in the army and he was questioning me like I was on trial for killing people. ‘Where did you get that glove, how much did you pay for it, who put that cuff on?’ He questioned me for an hour. He asked me, ‘Why did you want this kind of glove?’ I told him look at the goalkeepers gloves, they’re stupid. They’ve got this little web between your thumb and forefinger so you’re catching everything in the palm of your hand, I won’t last two seasons playing goal with that kind of glove. I need something to protect my hand.

“But what I didn’t tell him was that when I got that puck in that trapper mitt, it didn’t get out. I played baseball as a shortstop, but I knew that the trapper would hold the puck. Goalkeepers used to knock the puck down. Not me. With that first baseman’s mitt it stayed in there. The mistake I made was that two days after my meeting with Campbell, word got out and within thirty days CCM and Rawlings came out with trapper mitts designed after what I had done. I should have put a patent on it, but I never thought about it. I was just trying to prove my point because I was small and my glove hand was the biggest part of my game. I probably didn’t know what a patent was in those days.”

But Emile didn’t stop there. His next innovation was an early prototype of the blocker glove.

EMILE FRANCIS: “In Chicago we had a trainer by the name of Eddie Froelich and he’d been the trainer for the New York Yankees for twenty years all through the days of Joe McCarthy. When baseball season was over he’d come and work for the Black Hawks. So I got hit on my right wrist, which was the blocker side and they thought it was broken, but it wasn’t. I said to Eddie, we have to get some protection on that right side. And so he came up with these pads that were like a sponge, three-quarters of an inch thick and he’d tape it on my glove. But I got hit a couple of more times and I told Eddie that the sponge won’t work. So we sat down and talked about it to see what we could come up with. We started with a half inch thick piece of felt the width of the glove and made inserts in it so we could strap it to the glove. So Eddie says that the best protection you could have would be to get the knee cap off a shin guard. So we got a knee cap off and he got a guy to sew it on the back of that felt. That’s what we came up with and I used that all the years that I played. Now it wasn’t nearly as good as what they have now but it was still better than what we had before. And the league didn’t give me any problems. I guess they figured after the first go around they better leave me alone.”

Francis acquired his managerial skills early in life. When he was twelve years old, the nuns at his school put him in charge of the hockey and baseball teams. The school won its first hockey championship with Emile in charge.

During his playing days, Emile had put together and managed baseball teams in Western Canada during the off season, winning seven championships in ten years. Francis was the shortstop and playing manager, recruiting players from the United States and Cuba, and gaining valuable experience in handling people. So when he retired, it was natural for him to move right into coaching.

EMILE FRANCIS: “When I retired in 1960 there were only six teams in the NHL and Chicago, Detroit, and New York offered me jobs to coach in their organizations. Chicago wanted me to coach in Moose Jaw but they had to make a deal to get my rights away from Spokane and they were asking for players or money and [Chicago GM] Tommy Ivan wouldn’t do that. This went on for two months and I finally said to their chief scout, Tiny Thompson, ‘This has gone too far, forget it. He’s had two months to make a deal. If I have to go back to playing I’ll do that. Meantime I’ve been scouting for you, I’ve been signing players to go to Moose Jaw and I don’t even know if I even have to go back there myself.’ So he says, ‘Well, I’m sorry to hear that. So in other words you don’t want to be considered.’ I said, ‘No, I’m not and that’s it.’ So in the meantime it came out about two or three days later that they had signed Metro Prystai who had played with me in Moose Jaw, to be their coach and general manager.

“So right away who calls but Muzz Patrick. He says, ‘We talked about a month ago. I thought you were going to Moose Jaw.’

“I said ‘that’s right.’

“He said, ‘I just heard they hired Metro Prystai, what the hell happened?’

“‘Well, Tommy Ivan screwed around for two months and couldn’t make a deal with Spokane.’

“So he said, ‘If I can make a deal with them would you come and work for us?’

“I said sure.

“So he calls back an hour later and said ‘Okay you’re all set.’ He already had a deal made. He said, ‘You have two choices, we’ve got a farm club in Trois Rivieres that we’re moving to Kitchener and we just bought a junior team in Guelph. Where do you want to start?’

“Well I tell you, I’ve been in pro hockey for fifteen years and I’d just as soon work with the junior team. I’ll go the bottom and work my way up. I’d rather go there and work with the kids and that’s what I did.

“I went to Guelph and inherited Jean Ratelle and Rod Gilbert. The first day I started training camp, I stepped on the ice and I had two different shifts of thirty-five players apiece and these two guys, I watched them and thought Holy Christ, who are they? They played together on the same line and they went together like ham and eggs. I mean they were like eighteen and nineteen, but they were far beyond their age. You could tell right off the bat that these guys were gonna be great players. And I’m coming off fifteen years of playing professional hockey and thought these were the two best players I’ve ever seen. And I had played with some good guys when I was a Junior, Metro Prystai and Bert Olmstead, guys that went on to have great NHL careers. But these two guys I could tell the first day in training camp. I thought what the hell are these guys doing here? I knew that they were the future of the New York Rangers.”

Led by Ratelle and Gilbert, who won the league’s scoring title, the Guelph Royals finished first in the OHA but lost to St. Michael’s Majors in the finals. The next season, with both Gilbert and Ratelle called up to the Rangers, the Royals fell to fifth place. But Francis had made an impression on his bosses and was brought to New York and named assistant general manager.

When Patrick was let go, Francis was offered the GM job, but Emile didn’t exactly jump at the opportunity.

EMILE FRANCIS: “Muzz was the man who brought me there and I was gonna quit and I told him so. He said, ‘You little son of a bitch, I brought you here to eventually run the Rangers. You better not quit.’ That’s the kind of guy Muzz was.

“So I had to sit down and meet with Bill Jennings, the president of the New York Rangers. He said ‘we’re gonna offer you the job as general manager of the Rangers.’ I said ‘well, I’ll tell you what, I’ll only take the job under one condition.’ He said ‘what’s that?’ I said ‘If we make the playoffs, and we’re gonna make them, we have to be able to play here in Madison Square Garden. It’s not fair, number one to the players and number two to the fans. For all these years when the playoffs came the circus took precedent over the Rangers. I was here in 1950; I was the backup goalkeeper to Charlie Rayner. We had the first two games at home against the Montreal Canadiens, went to Montreal for the next four and won that series. Now we’re in the finals against the Detroit Red Wings, five of the seven games were played in Detroit including the seventh game that went into double overtime and two games were played in Toronto, which was the Rangers’ home ice. I’ll come on one condition, that we have home ice in the playoffs’ and they’ve had every home game since then that they were entitled to.

“I mean we put people on the moon and we couldn’t find something to put between the boards and the ice so the basketball fans weren’t cold. That was always the argument there, number one they didn’t want ice below the basketball fans and then in the spring the circus would come in and in April they always had three performances a day. So they still had three performances a day and we still played at night. But they had to come up with a rubber surface that they put over the ice so then they just had to pull that up and away we’d go at night.”

The Bathgate Trade

For many years Andy Bathgate was the Rangers’ lone superstar. A product of the same Guelph Biltmore pipeline that brought players like Harry Howell and Lou Fontinato to New York, Bathgate played 719 games over 12 seasons for the Rangers, scoring 272 goals and adding 457 assists. The 6 foot, 180 pound right winger won the Hart Trophy as the league’s Most Valuable Player in 1958–59 and made eight All-Star appearances for the Rangers. He was also indirectly responsible for the introduction of the goaltender’s mask when his backhand shot ripped into the face of Montreal’s Jacques Plante on November 1, 1959, at Madison Square Garden. Montreal coach Toe Blake had a choice of allowing Plante to wear the mask or let one of the Rangers house netminders, Joe Schaefer or Arnie Nocks, tend goal for the Canadiens. He chose Plante and the mask and history was made.

But in a rebuilding move, Muzz Patrick sent the thirty-one-year-old Bathgate and forward Don McKenney to Toronto for wingers Dick Duff, Bob Nevin, and Billy Collins as well as young defensemen Arnie Brown and Rod Seiling on February 22, 1964. Bathgate went on to win the only Stanley Cup of his career that spring with Toronto, while Nevin, Brown, and Seiling became mainstays in New York.

Bathgate always claimed that he was traded because he tried to talk Patrick out of trading young Jean Ratelle. “Look what happened to me when the Rangers wanted to trade Jean Ratelle,” Bathgate told reporters. “I was captain at the time and I felt that I had something to say. I really put forth a case for keeping Ratelle and Muzz Patrick told me right then and there, ‘You’re getting too big for your britches.’ Right after that I was history. I was traded because I spoke up for a guy who they didn’t think was tough enough.”

EMILE FRANCIS: “I was involved in the Bathgate trade because I had been coaching for Guelph. The key for us dealing with Toronto was the future. I had been coaching in that league for two years. In those days the NHL teams owned sponsor clubs. Toronto had two sponsor clubs, the Toronto Marlboros and the Toronto St. Mike’s. And I knew those two organizations like the back of my hand. So since we were going to deal with Toronto, we were going to dip into their farm system. By then I was the assistant general manager and we kept going back and forth and back and forth talking about Rod Seiling and Arnie Brown, Bob Nevin, Dickie Duff. Shit, I knew those guys because I had seen them all the time. We played them a lot and I had a book on all those guys, believe me.”

Ironically, on the night of the trade, the Rangers were scheduled to play the Maple Leafs in Toronto. So the players involved joined their new teams simply by switching locker rooms.

BOB NEVIN, Right Wing, 1964–71: “I got the phone call about five o’clock from King Clancy, the assistant GM of the Leafs, He said, ‘Bob, when you come down to the Gardens for the game tonight go to the other dressing room. We just traded you to the Rangers. Good Luck. Bye.’

“I thought, Holy Cow, what does a guy have to do? I was twenty-five-years old and we had won the Stanley Cup two years in a row and I thought I was a pretty solid player for the team. I was on the ice in Chicago when we won the first Cup. We got a penalty and they put Davey Keon and myself out there and we were both pretty young guys so I thought that I was going to be there for quite a while.

“I knew it was part of the game but it was bit of a shocker for me. They didn’t have the draft back then. I signed what they called a “C” form when I was fourteen, fifteen years old and that meant that I was sort of owned by the Maple Leafs, which was fine with me because I grew up in Toronto. So it was a pretty big shock. After winning two Stanley Cups you figure the team’s pretty solid and they weren’t going to be making any changes at that point.

“It was tough that first game playing against the Leafs. I think half of my passes were going to Frank Mahovlich because we had played on the same line before I realized I better not do that, he’s not my line mate anymore.”

SAL MESSINA, Emergency Goaltender, 1962–64: “I was traveling with the team at the time and we were in the hotel room in Toronto and the two dressing rooms are literally fifteen feet apart. And there was a lot of noise out in the hall and we go out and they’re saying, ‘Andy got traded, Andy got traded.’ It was shocking. And they just switched rooms. But it was good for Andy, he won a Cup.

ROD SEILING, Defenseman, 1964–74: “It was a shock. I was only eighteen years old and you don’t expect to be traded when you’re eigh-teen playing junior hockey. It was more of a shock because I heard about it on the radio, not from the Leafs. I think I was well received by the veterans; there was no animosity. I worked very hard because I wanted to make the Rangers. I came to that first training camp with the objective of making the team, which I did.”

The Patrick Brothers

Lynn and Murray “Muzz” Patrick were the sons of Ranger patriarch Lester Patrick, the Rangers’ fabled first coach and general manager. Both sons excelled in any sport they tried their hand at. In their teenaged years, they were teammates on the Victoria Blue Ribbons team that won the Canadian amateur basketball championship in 1933. Both also played rugby, football, and competed in track and field while in high school. Lynn played professional football with the Montreal Winged Wheelers and Winnipeg Blue Bombers of the Canadian Football League. While with Winnipeg, he caught a sixty-eight-yard touchdown pass setting a record for the longest completion in league history. Muzz took up boxing and became the Canadian amateur heavyweight champion at age nineteen. In fact, Muzz became the only athlete in history to compete in four sports at the Montreal Forum: hockey, basketball, boxing, and bike racing. Later in his career, he would become the only man ever to play three different sports at Madison Square Garden: hockey, boxing, and bike racing.

But it was hockey that was in their blood and hockey in which they excelled.

Lynn, the older of the brothers, made an impression when he tried out for the Rangers prior to the 1934–35 season. However, his father Lester, fearing accusations of nepotism, was hesitant about signing his son to a contract. But when veterans Frank Boucher and Bill Cook told Lester that they thought his son could help the Rangers, Lester signed him to a $3,500 contract with a $300 bonus. Lynn got off to a rough start and the press had a field day. The Garden crowd started calling the smooth skating forward “Sonja,” in reference to skating star Sonja Henie and taunting him with “We want Somers” chants, referring to Art Somers, the popular winger that he replaced. Lynn persevered however, and his play soon improved and he finished the season with nine goals and 13 assists. Over the next few seasons Patrick established himself as an offensive threat, scoring 32 goals in 1941–42 to lead the NHL.

His brother Muzz played one game for the Rangers during the 1937–38 season and became a regular the following year. As a player, Muzz was the direct opposite of his brother and quickly became a fan favorite. At 6-foot-2, 200 pounds, he was an imposing figure on defense, gaining fame and respect around the league with a one-punch knockout of Boston’s Eddie Shore in 1939. He also scored the double-overtime winner against Toronto in Game Five of the 1940 Stanley Cup Finals that kept the Rangers’ hopes alive. Two nights later, the Patrick brothers and the rest of their Blueshirts teammates won the Stanley Cup on an overtime goal by Bryan Hextall.

When World War II broke out Muzz became the first NHL player to enlist in the armed forces. Lynn soon followed. When the war ended, both returned for brief stints with the Rangers in 1945–46 and retired at the end of the season.

Lynn spent a few seasons coaching the Rangers’ farm team in New Haven until his father brought him back to the Rangers in December of 1948 to replace Frank Boucher as coach. The Patricks became the first father and son duo to coach the same team. Years later, Lynn’s son Craig also coached the team in the early 1980s, making the Rangers the only team in the NHL that has been coached by three generations of the same family.

In 1950, Lynn led the Rangers to the Stanley Cup finals against the Detroit Red Wings. The series went seven games and ended when Detroit’s Pete Babando beat Chuck Rayner at 8:31 of the second overtime. Although it appeared that the Rangers had found themselves a coach, Lynn suddenly resigned after the series. Saying that he didn’t want to raise his family in New York, he accepted an offer to coach for a team in Victoria that was owned by his father. Before the next season started however, Lynn got a call and a tremendous offer from Art Ross to be coach of the Boston Bruins. It proved to be an offer he couldn’t refuse.

In Boston, Patrick took the Bruins to the Stanley Cup playoffs in each of his first four seasons behind the bench, making it to the finals once. He took on the added duties of general manager in 1953 and turned the coaching reins over to Milt Schmidt on Christmas Day, 1954. He remained the Bruins’ GM until the end of the 1964–65 season when after missing the playoffs for six consecutive years, he was replaced by Leighton “Hap” Emms.

When Muzz Patrick retired in 1946 he went out west to manage minor league teams in Tacoma and Seattle. He returned to the Rangers and replaced Frank Boucher as coach midway through the 1953–54 season, finishing in fifth place. He remained behind the bench for the entire 1954–55 season, once again finishing in fifth place. Despite his lack of coaching success, he was named general manager in 1955, once again replacing Boucher. He hired the fiery Phil Watson as coach and the Rangers made the playoffs each of the next three seasons. Unfortunately, they never got past the first round. Watson was fired during the 1959–60 season and replaced by Alf Pike. But the Rangers did not make the playoffs again until 1961–62 when they acquired Doug Harvey from Montreal and installed him as player-coach. Harvey led them to a fourth place finish, but once again they lost in the opening round. They then missed the playoffs again in each of the next two seasons. Ironically, the Rangers’ playoff dry spell coincided with that of the Bruins as both teams battled for fifth and sixth place year after year. Their combined futility inspired reporters in both cities to make up a fictitious trophy, the Patrick Cup, which would be awarded to the team that finished with the better record.
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1964–65

Reorganizing and Rebuilding

THE TEAM EMILE Francis inherited from Muzz Patrick was skilled but small and not getting any younger. The 1963–64 Rangers had finished in fifth place, seventeen points behind the fourth place Detroit Red Wings and only six points ahead of the Boston Bruins. The Blueshirts had problems both offensively and defensively, scoring only 186 goals, the fewest by any Ranger team since the 1956–57 season and surrendering a whopping 242 goals, the most in the league and the most they had given up since the 1960–61 season. Even the last-place Bruins gave up 30 fewer goals than the Blueshirts.

Clearly, there was a lot of work to be done.

Francis knew first hand that his team had to get bigger. When he was the assistant GM, he got a call one day from the general manager of the Rangers’ developmental team in Kitchener, Ontario. The team’s uniforms were old and threadbare and they needed new ones. Francis told him that he’d send them the Rangers uniforms from the previous season, a common practice in those days. They were used, but still in good shape. A few days later Francis got another call from Kitchener—they received the uniforms but they were too small.

Most of the Rangers forwards were small by league standards at the time. According to the Society for International Hockey Research, the average height and weight for NHL forwards and defensemen in 1964 was 5-foot-9 and 181 pounds. Goaltenders are compared separately. As a team the Rangers averaged 5 foot 9 inches and 180 pounds, close to the league standard. However, their forwards weighed in at an average of 175 pounds. They also had two of the smallest forwards in the league, Val Fonteyne (5-foot-9, 150 pounds) and Camille “The Eel” Henry (generously listed as 5-foot-10, 150 pounds).

Francis also had to change the way the Rangers were viewed by the rest of the NHL. For many years it seemed that there was no real commitment to winning or to acquiring the kind of players that could take the team to the next level; that of being competitive every year instead of just once or twice every decade. For many years the philosophy seemed to be make a trade, change a few faces, and hope for the best.

The perception of the Rangers around the NHL was so bad that many of the better players in the league didn’t want to come to New York. In 1960 Muzz Patrick made a deal with Detroit that would have brought Leonard “Red” Kelly and Billy McNeill to the Rangers in exchange for Bill Gadsby and Eddie Shack. Kelly, thirty-three, an eight-time All-Star who had already won four Stanley Cups and the Norris Trophy as well as multiple Lady Byng Trophies as the league’s most gentlemanly player with the Red Wings, refused to report to the Rangers and retired, McNeill also refused to report and was suspended for the remainder of the season by the Wings and the deal was voided. Then Maple Leafs coach George “Punch” Imlach stepped in and sent Marc Reaume to the Red Wings for Kelly, who gladly unretired and won another four Stanley Cups with Toronto. McNeill was claimed by the Rangers in the Intra-League draft that June but later sold back to Detroit for cash in January of 1961 without ever playing a game for the Blueshirts.

Eventually Shack was traded to Toronto for Pat Hannigan and Johnny Wilson in November 1960 and won four Stanley Cups while with the Leafs. Gadsby was subsequently dealt to Detroit for minor leaguer Les Hunt in June of 1961. Hunt never played a game for the Rangers, or in the NHL for that matter. Of the three principals in the original deal, Gadsby was the only one who played his entire career without being on a Stanley Cup-winning team.

EDDIE SHACK, Left Wing, 1958–60: “I would have been happy to go to Detroit. With Gordie [Howe] and all the guys there it was a good deal for me and then when Red wouldn’t go, I was sort of pissed off at him. But it turned out for the best because I wound up with the Maple Leafs and I met my wife in Toronto and we had kids and we’ve been married for fifty-two years. But if I had gone to Detroit I would have probably married someone from Detroit and I would be living there now. But it was a great thing for me because I played my juniors in Guelph, I’m from Sudbury, and I’m still living in Toronto.”

Under Patrick, Rangers management wouldn’t even consider a minor change that could have helped them win a few more games at home. During his first season in New York, Jacques Plante pointed out that the Rangers were defending the goal furthest from their bench for two periods. The distance made it difficult to make forward line or defensive changes on the fly and it was almost impossible for the netminder to dash to the bench on a delayed penalty. Patrick thanked Plante for his concern, but refused to make the change, explaining that season ticket holders had selected their seats based on being closest to the Ranger goal for two periods. In Patrick’s mind, keeping the paying customers happy was more important than a few more points in the standings.

All of that changed when Francis took over and established a “new look” for the Rangers that was designed to add youth, size, and depth to the Blueshirts roster.

“Our problem was many faceted,” Francis said at the time. “It involved more than just the Rangers. It involved our whole farm system, the lifeblood of any hockey club. The Rangers’ farm system was simply not producing top-caliber hockey players. This had to be corrected immediately.”

With the support of Garden chairman Irving Mitchell Felt and team president William Jennings, Francis reorganized the franchise from top to bottom. The farm system underwent a much-needed overhaul and expansion to bring the organization up to the level of the rest of the league. For example, successful teams like Toronto and Montreal had as many as sixteen development teams while the Rangers only had four. Within a year, the scouting staff was doubled and many of Patrick’s old cronies were let go.

Even though the Rangers’ affiliated clubs in the AHL, WHL, and CHL were each doing well in the standings, their rosters were loaded with players that were not going to make it to the NHL as Rangers. Yet these players were taking up valuable roster spots that could have been used for prospects with greater potential. Each player in the organziation was reevaluated and those who were deemed expendable were either let go or thrown into trades for skaters with more potential. Francis also strove to have enough depth to create a competition for each position, believing that a team has to be competitive among its own players before it can be competitive in the league.

Francis had coach Red Sullivan install systems of play, outlining the way he wanted them to bring the puck up ice and where each player should be positioned. There would be a set way of killing penalties and forechecking. He then had the coaches on each of the Rangers affiliated teams use the same system, making the transition easier as players moved up through the ranks.

“What we needed was a completely new method of operation throughout our amateur system,” Francis said. “We had to have one set pattern of play, the same pattern to be used all the way through our organization.”

DONNIE MARSHALL, Left Wing, 1963–70: “When Emile took over it started to feel like management was interested in the players, interested in getting better. Emile started to put in a system of things we should be doing on the ice when we got out of our end zone with the forechecking and all. It became more of a system and you could play within that system. It wasn’t much different than what they did in Montreal. When you got the puck you usually had an idea of where every-body was supposed to be. You didn’t have to start looking for them. You could play your particular style, as long as you stayed within the system. Emile also thought highly of his players and he wanted them to be comfortable playing in New York. It’s a big city and a lot of players came from small towns in Canada.”

“You really can’t appreciate what Emile’s done unless you were here before he came,” left wing Vic Hadfield told Gary Ronberg of Sports Illustrated in a March 1970 article entitled “Flashing Blades for a Mini-Mastermind.” “You have no idea how hard it is to play night after night just knowing that you’re going to lose. Oh maybe once in a while we’d play great for a period or two, or we might even be leading going into the third period. But then the other team would come out and play well for ten or twelve minutes and cancel out everything good we’d done in forty minutes. Lose a few like that and you really get discouraged.”

Orland Kurtenbach who had played briefly as a rookie for the Rangers in 1961 under Patrick and coach Alf Pike also saw the difference in management’s approach to the game when he was reacquired prior to the 1966–67 season.

ORLAND KURTENBACH, Center, 1961, 1966–70: “There didn’t seem to be much scouting going on in New York when I first got there. But Emile was the start of the farm system. He was progressive. He had a very good idea of what a farm system should be and he brought that to New York. Because I think at that time Toronto and Montreal dominated in that area. But he came in and initiated a new system from what we were used to and I thought as a future coach here’s something I can use and emulate.

“He did a great job. He was good for hockey. But then in 1967 Emile had made some trades and different things to bring the club up to snuff as far as being competitive with the rest of the league. He brought [Bernie] Geoffrion in and there were a bunch of us fighting for a center spot. He had some young defensemen, Arnie Brown, Jimmy Neilson to go with Harry Howell. In my recollection Emile had come up from juniors and so farm clubs were very important to him. But in the meantime I think by Christmas we were around first place and in the old six-team league that was something because there were a lot of strong clubs as far as Montreal, Toronto, Detroit, and Chicago was on their way up too. Emile brought a business format to it and started bringing up a lot of young kids like Brad Park and Walt Tkaczuk as time went on.”

Even the younger players could see how the Blueshirts were responding to Emile’s leadership. Arnie Brown, who was only twenty-two years old when he was acquired in the Bathgate trade, could also see how the character of the team began to change under Francis.

ARNIE BROWN, Defenseman, 1964–71: “The trade to the Rangers created a whole new atmosphere for the guys who were there and really having a bad time. And Francis developed a system, coming out of your end, turning in the corner and the winger on the outside coming across and stuff and so we got pretty confident that we could move the puck. And then Vic [Hadfield] was always a tough guy and a good fighter, so we had some toughness and we had some people who, if you had to get into a fight, win or lose, would back you up. But before when I was there, no one would take that position. Standing up for the other players and stuff like that.”

EMILE FRANCIS: “I always insisted that there be one defenseman in front of the net, rather than leaving nobody there. There were a lot of goals being scored. Our goals against was horrendous so I wanted to cut back on the goals against because defense to me was the number one priority. So we set up a system that if one defenseman had to go into one corner, the other defensemen had stay in front of the net and the center would come back and go into the open corner.

“Then from there we started to move out, let’s say the center was coming up the left side and if he got cut off by the opposing winger, the pass would go to the winger who would cut across the blue line. And forechecking was the same. We would get to the puck as quickly as we could and if the center would go to the puck, the winger would come in behind him so that we would always have two guys. If they moved the puck to behind the net or to the winger the second guy coming in would go cover that. It would put some pressure on them in their end. We had a system for the power play, a system for every part of the game. But it all started back in our own end because we had a cut down on the goals against and within five years we won the Vezina Trophy.”

Francis also added to the Rangers front office staff by bringing in Jackie Gordon as his assistant general manager. The pair had been teammates in New York in 1950 as well as in New Haven, Cleveland, and Cincinnati of the AHL. Gordon had been named the Executive of the Year by The Hockey News in 1963 for his work in building the Cleveland Barons into one of the most successful franchises in the AHL. “You better get a couple of new suitcases,” Francis told Gordon when he introduced him to the press, “because you’ll be using them from now on,” alluding to Gordon’s job of keeping tabs on Rangers prospects in the minor and junior leagues.

Player development would be another of Gordon’s responsibilities, a job that, as Francis put it, required “diplomacy, salesmanship and speed. A scout who is interested in a youngster must sell himself first and then the organization. If the scout makes a bad impression, the boy isn’t likely to sign. We have a standing set of rules for scouts approaching young players. If the boy is under eighteen, we talk to his coach first and then to his parents. Then if he’s interested in signing, he is not allowed to do so until his parents approve the agreement.” Francis then described the traits that scouts looked for in young players. “We like three tangible items in the boys we scout. First, they must be able to skate well, second, we look for size, and third, their shooting ability. Most important, though, is his desire. A boy must want to succeed. A scout can tell by talking to a youngster if he has that quality.”

Yet another obstacle to be dealt with was the team’s inadequate practice rink, Iceland, which was on the top floor of the Garden. The rink was small, dark, oddly shaped, and for some strange reason, had aluminum boards. Built for figure skating and used for public sessions, it was approximately 140 feet long and 75 feet wide and one end was cut off at an angle, so there wasn’t a full corner. Former Ranger Eddie Shack said it was like playing in a garbage can. Shack would fire shots at the boards whenever he saw coach Phil Watson, whom he was not fond of, trying to speak to the team or give one-on-one instructions to an individual player. Watson had to yell at him to cut it out.

DONNIE MARSHALL: “It was different playing in that little rink upstairs (laughs). It wasn’t the best for the team but that’s what you had and that’s what you had to do. But it was small and it wasn’t good for the hockey team.”

DICK DUFF, Left Wing, 1964: “I can still hear the shots coming off of those aluminum boards! And it was about half the size of the rink at the Garden. It was like a figure skating rink. But in Toronto or Montreal if a guy had a slight injury, they’d say nobody’s going on the ice. This guy’s going on the ice for the next half hour. That was the priority. And they’d clean the ice, get it ready and he’d go out there. There was nothing else going on out there because they’d say [Frank] Mahovlich has to skate today or [Yvan] Cournoyer’s gotta skate today. These guys were coming off injuries and they had to skate. It was different.

“Ratelle, Gilbert, Hadfield, they had some damn good players there over the years. I think if they had the same kind of set up we had in Toronto and Montreal they would have won more often. But they couldn’t always practice in their own rink. In Toronto and Montreal we played in the same rink as juniors as we did as pros. So it was a built in advantage.”

EMILE FRANCIS: “There was a rink up on the fifth floor, Sonia Heine used to train there. It was about 140 feet long and 75 feet wide and one end was all glass, the sun would come in there, they didn’t even have blinds. Well if you were the goalkeeper at the other end of the ice you’d never see the puck coming. The most important things when you’re putting a hockey team together are your power play, penalty killing and your forechecking and backchecking. But we couldn’t practice any of them because the rink had tin boards. You couldn’t have body contact because if a player touched his skate on the boards the equipment guy had to take the guy’s skate, go down five floors, run over to the dressing room and sharpen the skate. It took forty minutes for the guy to come back up. So we couldn’t practice properly. I said to myself, I don’t know how the hell they got by with this. To think that they had done this since 1926, and won three Stanley Cups. That’s the rink that they practiced in. I don’t know why whoever was running that club would have put up with that or why they never went out and built a rink on their own. Teams used to come in to play us, like Detroit or Toronto and they’d look at it and couldn’t believe it. That’s where you practice?

“The first thing I did was to move the practice out of there to Long Island. That was the only place I could find. Commack, Long Island, where the Long Island Ducks played. It was about an hour’s drive out of Manhattan. Then about a year after that I found a rink in New Hyde Park called Skateland. But that rink was the same as the Garden, 185 by 85 feet, but I wanted a 200 by 85 foot rink. So I worked out of New Hyde Park for about five years or so. And then I had lived in Long Beach and I worked with the City of Long Beach to build us a rink right there.”

Francis also had concerns about where his players were living. For many years the players were scattered around Manhattan and parts of New Jersey. For example, when first traded to the Rangers, Donnie Marshall and Phil Goyette rented an apartment with Rod Gilbert in Weehawken, New Jersey, and would take a bus from there to the Port Authority building in midtown Manhattan and walk up Eighth Avenue to the Garden.

EMILE FRANCIS: “I didn’t want the players living in Manhattan. In the summertime there would be 100,000 people in Long Beach but in the winter there were these nice homes out there completely furnished that you could rent. Well, shit, I got working on that. I got a real estate guy and I had all the homes lined up where the players could move their families for the winter and the people were only too glad to rent them. Rod Gilbert was the only guy I think that was living in the city. They all lived out there. Plus the fact that I knew where everyone was. You know in Manhattan they could get lost. And I’d call a practice for ten o’clock in the morning and if a guy was living in Manhattan he had to get up pretty early to get out there. We had an ideal set up. It was a small area and all the players lived within four to six blocks of one another. And their wives got to know one another and that built up a kind of camaraderie not only with the players but with their wives. It was a really tight-knit group and that’s what you wanted; one big happy family.

“And then I treated New York like being on the road. In other words if we had a home game during the week, I’d bring the players into the city, I’d have my skate, my team meeting and then there was a hotel right across the street. We’d all eat together and then I’d have rooms for them where they’d go up and rest for two, three hours. Then if we came in off the road on a Saturday night and we had a home game on Sunday I’d put them right into the hotel. We’d get up in the morning, have a little skate, have a meal and some rest and then be ready to play that night. So that way they were getting their rest. Because if you had to travel into the city on the day of the game you’d get caught in the traffic. And I’ll tell you our home record immediately got better because they were getting their rest and not fighting traffic.”

The 1964–65 Season

Emile Francis was at a disadvantage on several fronts right from the start of the 1964–65 season. First, the Rangers already had a 2–3–3 record by the time he was named general manager on October 30 and therefore he didn’t get the opportunity to shape the team as he may have wanted in training camp. Secondly, Jean Ratelle, who was one of the Rangers’ budding stars, was not with the team, having walked out of camp over a contract dispute with Muzz Patrick.

Patrick was notoriously tightfisted when dealing with younger players. For example, when Rod Gilbert was set to sign his first contract with the Rangers, he brought his father along to help him negotiate. Patrick offered Gilbert a two-year contract at $7,000 for the first year and $9,000 for the second year. Both Gilbert and his father thought he was worth more but Patrick stuck to his offer. However, Gilbert wanted to play in the NHL so he signed the deal.

Then, after two solid seasons, Gilbert thought he was due for a raise but Patrick offered the same $9,000 he made the previous season. Gilbert mentioned Patrick’s offer to coach Doug Harvey who told the young winger not to accept anything less than $16,000. Gilbert went to Patrick, asking for $16,000 but the GM barely budged, raising his offer just $500 to $9,500. Gilbert then took his case to league president Clarence Campbell, who agreed that he was indeed worth $16,000. Campbell even called Patrick to tell him that Gilbert should get the money. Patrick reluctantly agreed but when it came time to sign the new contract, it was for $14,500 instead of $16,000. When Gilbert questioned the amount, Patrick told him that it was Campbell who promised him $16,000, not him. He then sent Gilbert out to practice and told everyone within earshot how overpaid Gilbert was. Embarrassed, Gilbert soon signed the $14,500 contract.

Francis had coached Ratelle in Guelph and knew that he could be a major contributor for years to come. He made the re-signing of Ratelle a priority and reached an agreement on a contract with the center just four days after he was named GM. Ratelle was then sent to Baltimore for a brief conditioning stint.

EMILE FRANCIS: “Jean Ratelle had trouble in training camp, he couldn’t get what he wanted and he went home. When I took over the first thing I did, the first call I made, I don’t even think I told them I’d take the job, the first call I made was to Ratelle in Montreal. I said, ‘Jean get your ass down here, you’re back in the lineup and you’re not going anywhere.’ So I brought him right back because I knew that he would be a key to what we were trying to do.”

Patrick had also questioned Ratelle’s toughness and at one point, team captain Andy Bathgate got into a heated argument with the GM over Ratelle and Patrick’s desire to trade him.

EMILE FRANCIS: “Ratelle was tough. Fighting no, but he didn’t have to fight because nobody ever bothered him, but toughness comes in many different ways. I’ll give you an example. I got a call from his mother at two o’clock in the morning. We had just gotten into the hotel and she tells me that his father had died. He was a dentist. She said, ‘I didn’t want to shock Jean and I was wondering if you would be good enough to tell him for me and have him call me.’ So after I told him, I said that we’d arrange transportation back to Montreal. Now we were playing that night. So he goes ‘No, no Emile, don’t do that. There’s nothing I can do right now. I want to play tonight then I can go home on Monday.’ And then he said, ‘I’ll be back to play on Wednesday.’ Now to me that shows what you’re made of. That’s toughness.”

Emile’s biggest, problem, however, was in goal where Jacques Plante was proving to be more trouble than he was worth.

Plante was one of the greatest goaltenders to ever strap on a pair of pads. But when he came to the Rangers in a blockbuster trade it became all too apparent that on most nights, like any other goaltender, he was only as good as the team in front of him.

Plante became a Ranger on June 4, 1963, when he was traded along with Donnie Marshall and Phil Goyette for Gump Worsley, Dave Balon, Leon Rochefort, and Len Ronson. Jacques was shocked by the deal; after all he had won six Vezina trophies and six Stanley Cups in his 10 years in Montreal. But over time, he had worn out his welcome with coach Toe Blake as well as his teammates. Blake thought he was a hypochondriac and could no longer depend on him due to his many illnesses and allergies, either real or imagined. Plante’s teammates were not sad to see him go either. “It might have been a surprise when he was traded,” said Henri Richard, “but nobody complained.”

But the Rangers had high hopes for Plante and gave him a contract for $24,000 a year that ranked near the top of the NHL pay scale in those days. It was certainly much more than he made in Montreal. Plante was also given special privileges like staying at a different hotel if one of his many allergies kicked up. The Rangers also said that if necessary they would book flights that would get him to road games two hours before the opening faceoff and allow him to skip practices when he felt he needed a rest.

At his first press conference as a Ranger, Plante claimed that he still “had it” and blamed much of his problems on the pressure of playing in Montreal, where he was expected to “win every game.” He also blamed his many health problems on the harsh Montreal winters, saying that the milder New York climate would be good for him. Unfortunately his bitterness began to show as he took the opportunity to take digs at the Canadiens. “The Rangers are on their way up and the Canadiens are on their way down,” Plante proclaimed. “Geoffrion doesn’t have as hard a shot as he used to, [Jean] Beliveau has been sick, Henri Richard loses too many scoring chances trying to pull the goalie out of position and [Gilles] Tremblay shoots off the wrong foot.”

EMILE FRANCIS: “I was at that press conference as the assistant general manager at the time and I couldn’t believe what Plante was saying. The Canadiens never forgot that, it was like committing suicide.”

Plante made his Ranger debut on October 9, 1963, in Chicago, making 40 saves but losing 3–1. Two nights later, the Rangers traveled to Montreal to face Plante’s former teammates, who were looking forward to the game to say the least. The Canadiens fired 59 shots at Plante and won 6–2. Geoffrion scored on a slap shot and skated by the crease to ask Plante, “Hey Jacques, if my shot is so slow, how come you can’t see it anymore?”

In the home opener, Jacques posted a 34-save 3–0 shutout over Detroit in front of 15,240 fans, the largest opening night crowd in sixteen years. It was his 59th career shutout. He also shut out the Bruins eight days later.

From there on, the 1963–64 season became a series of winless streaks interrupted here and there by a few victories. And as the losses mounted, the bloom soon began to fall off Plante’s rose.

The highlight of Plante’s season was the night of March 8, when he made 33 saves against the Canadiens in a scoreless tie at Madison Square Garden.

It should come as no surprise that Plante faced more shots as a Ranger then he did in Montreal. In 1963–64 he saw an average of 38 shots a game, the most in the league and a full 10 shots more per game than the year before. Extrapolated over the 70-game season, that’s 700 more shots than he was used to seeing as a member of the Canadiens.

Jacques played in 65 games for the Rangers in 1963–64, posting a 22–36–7 record with a 3.38 GAA and three shutouts. He made 2,222 saves but gave up 220 goals; both totals were the highest of his NHL career to date. Gilles Villemure made his Rangers debut that season as well, playing five games and going 0-2-3 with a 3.60 GAA. The Rangers finished in fifth place with a 22–38–10 record, 17 points behind fourth-place Detroit but only six points ahead of the Bruins. More telling was that they allowed 242 goals, the most in the league and nine more than the previous season with a combination of Gump Worsley, Marcel Paille, and Marcel Pelletier in goal.

But now Francis was in charge and he had seen and heard enough of Plante to know that he was not the kind of goaltender that he wanted to build a team around.

EMILE FRANCIS: “Plante drove the poor trainers crazy. He had about forty-eight different pieces of equipment. Nothing was ever right with him. He was a loner to begin with. He just didn’t fit in with the team the way a goalkeeper should fit in. He was never going to be the kind of goalkeeper that the players would work their butts off for. I mean when you’re playing goal, you’ve gotta be a team player because, shit, you’ve gotta depend on those guys in front of you. But if you’re a selfish guy of any kind or if you’re a loner or you don’t mix with the rest of the players including your defensemen and the guys playing up front, they may just say ‘Screw you.’ It would be like if you were a quarterback and your line didn’t like you, you could get killed.”

DONNIE MARSHALL: “I played a lot of years with Jacques Plante. I played with him in Buffalo in the American League, I played nine years with him in Montreal, and then when we came to the Rangers. And then the last year I was in the league we were both playing for Toronto. I thought he was an excellent goalkeeper. He was very innovative. He was one of the first to go behind the net to stop the puck and the first goalkeeper to wear a mask. I remember the night he put the mask on, we were playing in New York and he really got hit. He was really cut open and he put the mask on and went back out there. He was a good goalkeeper but just a different personality. He was a bit of a loner. But all goalies are a little different, but maybe they have to be to play that position.”

SAL MESSINA: “Jacques was a loner. He used to knit toques [knitted hats]. He was an interesting guy, though, a different kind of a guy. But he was really interested in goaltending, really serious about it. Interested in teaching it. He worked with Gilles Villemure in training camp a lot and I’m sure he helped him a lot.”

When Plante started complaining of knee pain early in training camp, he was quickly sent to Baltimore of the AHL to play himself into shape. He was replaced by journeyman Marcel Paille. (Ironically both Plante and Paille were from Shawinigan Falls, Quebec.) This gave Francis a chance to look at Paille since he didn’t want to rush twenty-four-year-old prospect Gilles Villemure into the NHL. The thirty-two-year-old Paille had been in the Rangers organization since the 1957–58 season when he played 33 games stepping in for Gump Worsley, who had been sent to the minors. Overall, Paille came into the season with 68 NHL games under his belt, a 3.34 goals against average, and two shutouts.
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