His nose still bandaged after having been struck by Andy Bathgate’s backhand shot on Nov. 1, 1959, Canadiens goalie Jacques Plante strikes athe-
atrical pose with his mask, which revolutionized the game of hockey.
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Jacques Plante read the classics and penned love poems to his W1fe°
now a stage play captures the mysterious life of an eccentrlc hockey pioneer

ALGARY — Among the mil-
lions of documents cata-
logued at the National
Archives of Canada there
is a collection of poetry —
romantic, florid love poems written by
a man who knew the road as his home
for nearly 30 years, his career taking
him through the big cities and the
backwoods of North America.

On a sheet of hotel stationery, in of-
ten lyrical French verse, he would
empty his soul to his Swiss wife. He
worshipped her in his careful
hand, bowing before her on
many alonely winter’s night.

When Jacques Plante died
of stomach cancer in 1986, his
widow, Raymonde, donated
her collection of poems and
love letters to the National
Archives in Ottawa. They are
there for anyone to read,

which Paul McLaughlin has coach Toe Blake would allow.

doneagain and again. _Sm him to wear a protective:
As an author;, professor and FEATURE mask.

playwright, McLaughlin mar- WRITER He won that momentous,

vels at Plante’s smouldering
verse. Fearing no contradic-
tion, he says, “My theory is that there’s
nothing like this anywhere else in pro-
fessional sports. His poems are incredi-
ble - he wrote to this woman like she
werea goddess.”

For this reason, and others,
McLaughlin was inspired some years
ago to write “Jacques Plante and the
Parkdale Knitting League,” an award-
winning play both sympathetic and
laudably true to one of hockey’s most
puzzling and unorthodox stars.

Now he hopes to bring it to Montreal,
its most natural and deserving stage.
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Joseph Jacques Omer Plante was a
hopeless eccentric who drove his
coaches and teammates nearly to mad-
ness with his illnesses, real and imag-
ined, his phobias and his unsettling su-
perstitions. But undeniably he also
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him, quick instead to finger the de-
fenceman he felt hadn’t done hisjob.

And Plante was such a student of the
game that he successfully lobbied for
the replacement of goal nets in New
York, Boston and Chicago. The cross-
bars, he claimed correctly, were 2 inch-
es too low, welded to the posts at right
angles instead of atop them. Plante
knew this because of where the bar hit
his back, and he would not tolerate
Chicago’s Glenn Hall enjoying the ad-
vantage of playing most of his'games
in a smaller cage.

for the game of Nov. 1, 1959.
When Andy Bathgate of the

ately sliced open Plante’s
face with a sharp backhand,

ic for a faceful of stitches, he
refused to return unless

long-raging battle with the
equally stubborn Blake, a
night that forever changed the face of
goaltending and the scarred complex-
ions of the men whobraved it. 3
Playwright McLaughlin considers
Plante one of the game’s most fascinat:
ing characters, the complete, wonder-
ful antithesis of the players of hisday.
“There was, as there is, a rigid code
to the behaviour in the hockey dress-

ing room,” he says, “and here was this.

guy who didn’t obey it.”
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Paul McLaughlin came to Canada
from Scotland on his seventh birthday,
a skater so weak that in Ottawa grade
school he was made a goalie.

“No mask, no cup, a pillow from the
couch as a chest protector and I was a
total sieve,” he recalls with a perverse
fondness. “I fell in love with playing
goal-but I wasa rabid Leafs fan.”
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But he is best remembered

New York Rangers deliber-

sending the goalie to the clin-

A ma femme chérie

Enme levant ce matin,
J'aurais voulu, comme le petit serin,
Vous murmurer d’une voix tres douce,
Tout ce quevers vous me pousse.

En premzer se sont vos yeux brilliant,
‘Qui de moi font votre amant,
" Parcequ’un seul regard de vous,
- Me donne des frissons et me rend fou.

Votre sourire, comme la rosee du matin,
 Vient tous les jours rassasier ma faim,
Pour tout ce qui se dégage de vous,
Une parole, une. chanson, meme un soupir doux.

Votre démarche est un pas de danse,
Quine perdJamazs‘ la cadance,
Depuisdix ans, je vous admire, . =
Et pluscava, plusje vous deésire.

Comme l ‘effeuilleuse, vous enlevez tout graczeusement
Et dans mes bras, vous glissez doucement, '

Les nuits passent comime passe le vent, :

Mais chaque matin on s’enlasse amoureusement.

Bonne journée et soyez heureuse,
‘Surtout n’‘ayez pas d’heures creuses,
Pensez seulement que je vous aime,

Et que surtout vous etes ma reine.

. Jacques

Above is alove poem written by Jacques Plante to his wife, Raymonde

The French text appears exactly as written by Plante on Marriott Hotel sta-
tionery on April 1, 1978. The English text below, as translated by The Gazette and
Ellen Dubé of Montreal’s Double Culture language school, is fairly literal but
aims to capture the spirit of the original.

This poem, and others written by Plante, is in the collection of the National
Archives of Canadain Ottawa.
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. Often she would share with him the patterns of
Toronto's “Parkdale Knitting League,” a neigh-
bourhood clique formed to spite the husbands
who forgot the existence of their wives, and pret-
tymuch all else, during hockey season.

The story traces the lives of Violet Henderson
and Jacques Plante from 1950-86, though the pro-
tagonists meet just once —aless than magical ren-
dezvous at Maple Leaf Gardens when the goalie
is traded from St. Louis to Toronto.
¢ McLaughlin did a journalist’s homework to re-
search the play, reading voraciously and studying
at the Hockey Hall of Fame. He interviewed Jean
Béliveau, Ken Reardon, Albert (Junior) Langlois
and Gary Edwards, all one-time Plante team-
mates. Former Ranger Andy Bathgate admitted
to him that the historic backhand in 1959 was not
an accident, as so often is reported, but deliberate
retaliation for Plante having intentionally kneed
him in an earlier game. Then McLaughlin spoke
with Frank Selke Jr:, son of the Canadiens’ leg-
endary manager, and media veterans Red Fisher
and Dick Irvin Jr.

EXTRAORDINARILY SUPPORTIVE
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. Béliveau directed him to Raymonde Plante in

Switzerland, who was extraordinarily supportive
and openly discussed the treasures she had do-
nated to the National Archives. Several lines of
Plante’s poetry appear in the script.

In 1993, McLaughlin entered the play in a CBC
Radio contest that sought works to illustrate Que-
bec/Ontario ideas. He won, and the work débuted
at Christmastime that year, earning the CBC Ra-
dio/Quebec Playwrights Drama Federation
award.

He expanded the script to a two-act stage play
and shopped it around, fruitlessly. Finally he
trimmed it to a single act of about an hour and

‘won a lottery for its entry in last year’s Toronto
Fringe Festival, where it was a popular and cr1t1-
cal success.

McLaughlin recalls the intense level of appreci-
ation in Toronto, whose audiences howled at Vio-

let’s blue-collar husband. Fred badmouths the

sensitive Plante as a “French fairy,” sputtering
too that only a “Frenchy” could be this weird.
But Canadiens fans also have their fun. In an-

other scene, a sodden Fred turns to a friend and °

bemoans the NHL's first expansion in 1967: “At
least the Leafs won the last Stanley Cup in the old,
pure league. . .. None of the rest -and there will
be many - will ever seem as sweet,” he slurs,
drawing great laughter from the audience that

knows Toronto has been winless now goingon 32

years.

« Among those who saw the Fringe production
was Bartley Bard, the founder and artistic direc-
tor of Calgary’s Lunchbox Theatre and a guest di-

rector at Montreal’s Centaur. In a downtown of-

fice building, the 191-seat Lunchbox p¥esents af-
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fordable noon-hour productions that are a mag-
net for Calgary’s brown-bag crowd.

Bard brought the play west, where the 53-
minute, crisply directed show, performed by a
versatile cast of five actors playing eight roles,
opened for a three-week run on Jan. 12. McLaugh-
lin took in three shows last week, his 85-year-old
father at his side last Saturday noon, and he won’t
disguise the fact he cherishes the vision of itona
stage in Montreal.

“Ineed someone in Montreal to say, ‘Hey, I'd like
todoiit,” and I'd work with them,” he says. “If they
wantan hour, we could give them an hour. If they
want 90 minutes, we can do that too, because the
materialisthere.”

Then, in a gust of understatement, he adds,
“Jacques Plante was a very complex man.”
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Stephen Spender, who plays Plante in the
Lunchbox Theatre production, was born 27 years
ago in England to British parents. He froze
through one season of outdoor shinny in Win-
nipeg before quitting the game, and he never has
seen so much as film of Plante.

Nor did he play nets d’qring his brief career,
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TRUDIE LEE
Jacques Plante, played by Stephen Spender, talks to the Coach, played by Douglas
MacLeod, in the Lunchbox Theatre production of "Jacques Plante and the Parkdale Knit-
ting League." In the goal crease is Plante's first wife, Jacqueline, played by Dani Moon.

which is why Brian Dunnigan, a 13-year-old Cal-
gary goalie, was brought in to teach him a few
rudimentary moves needed for the part.

“I read Plante’s biography and bought some
goaltending books to see what the position is all
about. I like to know where my characters are
coming from,” says Spender, whose curriculum
vitae now lists hockey alongside Hamlet. “I have
anew appreciation for the game, actually.”

He is captivating as Plante through the years,
and he works with some marvelous, timeless
lines: “The pope, ke’d be paranoid if he played
goal in Montreal!” he calls out of afitful sleep.

And his delicate voice is spot on, despite the
knock of Calgary critics who are unaware that
Plante spoke English virtually without an accent.

He is wonderfully supported by Barbara Gates
Wilson as the earnest but long-suffering Violet
Henderson; Doug McKeag, who plays both her
husband and Andy Bathgate (on in-line skates);
Douglas MacLeod as the Announcer and the
crusty Coach (Dick Irvin and later Toe Blake);
and Dani Moon, who shines as Plante’s first wife,
Jacqueline, and later Raymonde.

Wilson recalls watching a little hockey with her
father when she was a child, saying she was “se-
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Jacques Plante

Born: Jan. 17, 1929, Shawinigan Falls, (
Died: Feb. 26, 1986, Geneva, Switzerlar
Clubs: Canadiens, New York Rangers, St
Blues, Toronto Maple Leafs, Boston Bruir
Stanley Cups won: 6

Trophies won: Hart as league MVP; Vézil

| leading goalie (six times solo, shared onc¢

Glenn Hall).
All-Star teams: First team, 3 times; Sect
team, 4 times.

Regular-season statistic:

Seasons: 18

Games: 837

W-L-T record: 434-246-147
Winning percentage: .614.
Goals-against average: 2.38
Shutouts: 82

Playoff statistics

Seasons: 16

Games: 112

W-L record: 71-37 ;
Winning percentage: .657
Goals-against average: 2.17
Shutouts: 14

cretly fascinated” by the Canadiens’ Guy.

“It was some kind of tiny childhood crt
remembers. “I knew he was important {
reason, though I was never sure why. But,
why Jacques Plante would have turne
with his ways.”

Indeed, a little of the superstitious go
rubbed off on Spender:

“I have to say my opening speech a ¢
times before I go on every performance
mits. “I don’t think I need to any more, bu
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One flight down from the theatre follov
Saturday’s performance, having four
restaurant of first choice closed, the pla;
director, cast and some friends have gatt
alatelunch at the Pied Pickle.

A waitress takes orders for drinks, the)
ly remarks, “Did you know that Jacques!
our kitchen manager?”

“Small world, eh?” Plante says cheerf{
fazed by the coincidence as he greets
stunned into silence.

He is the Longueuil-born son of Plante’
cousin, Laurent, named by his father for
of Fame goaler. He even played nets for !
until his knees finally gave out.

Plante, 35, hasn’t yet seen the show; bu
be at the Lunchbox at noon today wit
anceée.

As the honoured guest of Bartley Ba
probably enjoy seeing this passionate t1
one of hockey’s most enigmatic pioneer
who is a thin branch on his family tree k
tinguished limb nonetheless.

“A great man, my godfather was,”
Plante agrees, pulling on his Canadier
breaker and heading for the door.

+ dstubbs@thegazette.southam.ca
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