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n an unexpected reversal of roles, Marek Malik, the quiet
and unassuming defenseman who has been the fans’ top
whipping boy the past two seasons, upstaged popular flam-

boyant winger Sean Avery on the Rangers’ scandal sheet last
month.

While “The Grate One” was on his best behavior since his
latest return from injury — other than breaking someone’s face
while being held by a linesman during a scrap — the player
known to his teammates as “Harry” (because of his resem-
blance to the Bigfoot character in the movie Harry and the
Hendersons) got himself into trouble with the coach, and then
got himself into a fight with Avery.

Malik, seething over his precipitous drop down the Rangers’
depth chart from top-pair defenseman to frequent scratch,
returned to the ice for the Rangers’ huge win over Atlanta that
turned the team around after a pair of bad back-to-back losses
to Boston. After playing particularly well in that turnaround
game (it was the first of five wins over the next six games and
ignited an 11-3-1 run), Malik chose to make a personal state-
ment that rankled his coach and his teammates.

Head coach Tom Renney goes around the locker room after
wins and shakes each player’s hand, congratulating him for his
effort. After his best game since opening night, Malik did not
shake Renney’s hand. No harsh words were exchanged, accord-
ing to a Malik family member, and Malik thanked Renney ver-
bally, but he pointedly refused shake his coach’s hand.

“It was pretty obvious — a lot of guys saw it,” one Ranger
told the Daily News. “You don’t do that. You can’t have that. If
you do, you don’t have a team.” Scott Gomez, who sits near
Malik, let him know immediately that his act was unaccept-
able, according to the New York Post. 

Malik had expressed anger at least twice this season about
being scratched, once via sarcastic remarks to the press about
the Rangers losing in his absence, and once in Edmonton by
storming out of the arena before a game there.

He came out after another game demanding to get a plus
awarded to Fedor Tyutin, even though Tyutin was on the ice
when the scoring play began and helped start it. If Malik was
indeed on the ice for the goal, the official scorers missed it
because he was a hundred feet behind the play, having just
replaced Tyutin during a shift change.

Renney has often defended Malik from the jeers he receives
at the Garden, referring to his character and his team-first atti-
tude. And even after the disrespect Malik showed him in the
locker room that night, Renney gave his player the benefit of
the doubt.

“If I didn’t know him the way I do and if I didn’t know at
the end of the day that there’s a huge amount of respect going
both ways, I may have snapped right back,” Renney told the
Daily News. “But I didn’t. I think Harry’s a good honest man.
He’s a sincere guy and a good teammate. He cares about win-
ning.”

Nevertheless, Renney placed Malik under a de facto suspen-
sion for several days, banning him from practice the next day
and keeping him out of the line-up and away from the arena for
the next game, which happened to be Brian Leetch Night at the
Garden.

But he reinstated him after the All-Star break after Malik
apologized. “Back in the fold,” Renney told reporters when the
Rangers returned from the weekend off. “Away we go. He’s on
our roster. He’s an important player for us.” Malik returned to
action two games later, but hurt his knee in that game and did-
n’t play again for two and half weeks.

“The only thing I can tell you guys,” Malik said, “is my ges-
ture or statement when I didn’t shake Tom’s hand wasn’t any-
thing personal about anybody on this team, the coaches, the
organization, or my teammates, or anything like I want to dis-
respect anybody. It was just my personal statement or kind of
gesture about my situation here and how I’ve been treated here.
But it was not to disrespect anyone.”

Malik insisted that he is keeping the team’s needs foremost
in his mind despite his personal situation. “Obviously, I’m not
happy going in and out of the line-up,” he said. “But until I’m
[not] going to be here or I’m done here or retire or get traded,
I’m just going to do my best. I’m not going to be happy that
I’m not in the line-up. But when I am in the line-up, I’m just
going to work hard and play my best. And when I’m not in the
line-up, I’m just trying to do my best for the organization and

my teammates.”
He expressed regret that the story became public, perhaps

unaware that it was leaked by someone he himself had confid-
ed in. “I’m sorry that what happened got into the newspapers,”
he said. “I believe what happens in the locker room should stay
in the locker room.”

Avery was not unhappy with Malik at the time. “I have no
problem at all with Harry or with what happened,” he said. “I
personally like guys who are emotional. If a player believes
he’s being treated unfairly, I think it’s good for him to get
ticked off. It’s not an issue here.”

But it did become an issue for Avery a couple of weeks later
when he became Malik’s next target. During practice on Febru-
ary 6th, Malik rode Avery hard into the boards and gave him an
extra shot at the end. Avery reacted angrily, getting up and
challenging Malik to a fight. Renney let the two tangle, with
Malik, standing 6’6 to Avery’s 5’10, getting the better of it,
even though Avery is well-known as a scrapper and Malik is
considered soft for his size.

“What are you, a [bleeping] tough guy?” yelled Avery after
the two were disentangled. “Why don’t you play like that in a
game?”

Renney skated over to Malik and said, “Good job, big guy.”
Avery did not talk about the incident after practice, but

Malik did, downplaying its significance. “Just practice, guys,”
he told reporters. “These things happen. There is nothing
between us. That’s hockey. It’s a contact sport. Even if it’s a
practice, you like to play hard. And if somebody doesn’t feel
like he’s been hit right or something, he might step up. That’s
fine and that’s what he did. It’s not the first time or the last
time it’s going to happen. From the worst, you have to take the
best.”

“I like it,” Renney said. “It wasn’t malicious. It wasn’t stick
swinging. It was within the rules of the game. It doesn’t matter
who it is, if you’re doing a drill that involves a confrontation
and you’re holding your ground and preventing from getting to
the net, stuff happens. I think it’s good to see that level of
intensity. We let [the fight] go for a while for a reason, and
that’s good. We have to step up, so maybe this is the sign of a
team saying, ‘That’s it. We have to be better every night.’

“We’re a team. If someone was to hammer Sean Avery from
behind and Harry was in the vicinity, he’d be all over the guy,
and vice versa. There’s no doubt in my mind that this is dead
and gone.”

Other players similarly made light of the incident. “You guys
gotta love it,” Martin Straka joked. “Thank god it wasn’t me —
I’d have another black eye.” Straka already had one black eye
from being hit with the puck two games earlier.

“That’s good,” Chris Drury told the Daily News. “It shows a
little fire.”

“I think it’s a good thing,” echoed Jason Strudwick. “I’ve
personally been in lots of fights in practice — not since I’ve
been a Ranger. But it’s two intense guys and it shows the boys
are ready.”

“As long as it doesn’t carry over to off the ice and bitterness
between each other, everything’s fine,” Paul Mara told the
Journal News. “But I think it’s just two guys battling on the
ice. It’s a good thing for a team. Guys see that and it jacks

them up. That’s what we need.”
All of this happened in the wake of the Rangers’ air-mail

loss to the L.A. Kings, the worst team in the league. In an
unusual coincidence, the Kings made a rare visit to New York
on the first anniversary of them doing the Rangers the invalu-
able favor of trading Sean Avery for several bags of pucks
(although one of those pucks may yet amount to something).

“I certainly enjoyed living there,” Avery told reporters when
asked about Los Angeles and his personal turnaround since
arriving in New York. “I thought the fans, considering the
atmosphere and where it is, were supportive. I didn’t necessari-
ly see eye-to-eye with some of the coaches I had there [who
were] trying not so much to change me as a player but to
change me as a person.”

Life has been different under Renney’s tutelage. “I think a
lot probably has to do with Tom, coming into a situation and
being treated like a player and an adult and a man, and kind of
working with me,” Avery explained. “The analogy would be a
parent. Instead of trying to change the kid by telling them
you’re going to change them, if you’re smart, you’ll trick them
into changing. And I think the other two guys who coached me
in the past weren’t smart, and I think this one was.”

“I treat him like a man,” Renney said of Avery. “I respect the
fact that he’s playing at this level, at a high level. He’s an intel-
ligent player, he’s got good skill, he’s a passionate player, he’s
a good teammate — all of which are really important to us.”

Avery had been quiet until his scrap with Malik. He did
taunt defenseman Mike Komisarek after the Rangers won in
Montreal. Avery was hammered into the boards at the end of
the second period by the physical blueliner. “That’s what he
does,” Avery said about the Long Island native rumored to be
dating his ex-girlfriend, 24 star Elisha Cuthbert. “He’s big, so
he doesn’t skate well. He’s got to play physical, or he won’t
play in this league.”

He was also vocal after a 4-3 shootout loss in Boston two
weeks earlier. “We need to look at ourselves personally in the
mirror and hold ourselves accountable,” he said. “We’ve got a
lot of guys that need to be better, including myself. I’ve got to
be better. Our line has to be better. Our line is the difference as
far as I’m concerned — and the penalties. Throw all that stuff
into a pot and we don’t have a winning team right now.”

He compared the team’s state at the time to the stretch run of
a year ago. “I don’t see it in our game,” he said. “I saw
urgency and intensity in the last 25 games last year. That’s
urgency and intensity. Not right now. Not how we’re playing. I
wish I could tell you something different. I wish it was differ-
ent. But it’s not. As far as individuals, we’re not pulling our
weight.”

But he was more lighthearted before a game in Philadelphia
that the Rangers went on to win. He snuck into Renney’s  pre-
game press conference outside the locker room and pretended
to be a reporter.

“Tom, do you feel like you’re getting the most of your new
line of Dubinsky, Shanahan, and Avery?” he deadpanned from
the back of the small group of reporters.

Renney laughed. “Two-thirds of it are really measuring up to
exactly what I was looking for,” he responded. “So as not to
bury anybody in the media, I won’t mention any names.”   ■

WHEN HARRY MET AVERY...
By Dubi Silverstein, Blueshirt Bulletin

Photos:Getty Im
ages


