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If Sean Avery’s antics were a gateway drug, I’d be all
for not only their legalization but their relentless pro-
motion. If being amused or buzzed by watching

Avery instigate a pre-game skirmish or dance a
tango with Martin Brodeur causes non-hockey
fans to eventually become addicted to our
game, then let’s get some pushers of his high-
light tapes out on the street corners.

Alas, there is no such connection. Just as
when Dale Hunter hunted down Pierre Turgeon
three hours after that playoff goal or when
Chris Simon went French Revolution on Ryan
Hollweg’s head, Avery’s act has the opposite
effect.

Rather than giving the hockey ignoranti a
taste of our sport that makes them hunger for
more, it gives them yet another sideshow to
momentarily focus upon without having to
actually discuss anything truly central to the
game — or anything that would have required
actually attending a game every decade or so.

Worse, at a time when nobody knows which
baseball players are on the juice, when entire
football teams have police records, and when
basketball referees are throwing games, it winds
up reinforcing the ridiculous notion that hockey is
a circus-like sport that deserves to be dismissed as pro
wrestling on ice.

Maybe it’s just me. I don’t see the point of rubberneck-
ing on the highway. I don’t know why home fires are sto-
ries worthy of leading the 11 o’clock news or why entire
cable shows are dedicated to individual child abductions.
And don’t get me started on that block of television
between the evening news and prime time that is devoted
to celebrity “news.”

In short, I figure that newspaper pieces or television
broadcasts intended for more than a single family to con-
sume ought to focus on bigger-picture issues that have
some impact on more than a half-dozen lives. But as the

mile-long backups on the Grand Central Parkway and
reality TV ratings repeatedly show, I’m in a minority on
that.

Still, even if you allow that seeing Avery go face-to-
face with Brodeur is high-brow entertainment, doesn’t
that mean that the game the two are playing is worthy of
respect as well? Not to the media decision-makers in our
town.

Look, nobody is more New York-centric than I am.
When people around the country ask me why New York-
ers think they’re better than everybody else, I admit that
the first answer that pops into my head — though I
refrain from saying it — is: Because we are.

But our obsession with baseball is not one of the things
that make us the center of the universe. Rather, it puts us
in our own orbit. You might not know this, but the rest of

the country — including all the big cities — don’t treat
America’s pastime the way we do. While many Ameri-
cans debate precisely when life begins, hardly any out-

side the tri-state area are silly enough to
believe that the answer is: On Opening Day.

Ironically, though, it is the inability of
sports editors, program directors, and talk
show hosts to understand the passion that
many New Yorkers have for hockey that
keeps our game inappropriately under-cov-
ered.

The Rangers not only sold out their
entire season in a few hours last summer,
they averaged higher ratings than the
Knicks did all year on MSG. But to listen
to the radio or pick up the papers, you’d
never know it. Neither would you know
that while the Rangers fill the Garden year
after year no matter what — Ranger fans
couldn’t be driven away through 54 years
without a Stanley Cup, for heaven’s sake
— Knicks fans are a far more fickle lot
who will leave entire sections of the build-
ing empty when the team stinks.
Now, I’m not silly enough to argue that

hockey is on a par with baseball or football in
New York — though I defy you to find an empty sheet of
ice in the greater metropolitan area from September
through April while hundreds of ball fields go unused
every day. But that doesn’t mean that hockey is not an
important part of the local conversation.

To treat it as if it isn’t is to allow personal preferences
to infringe upon what is supposed to be service to the
audience. Worse, to treat hockey like some sort of freak
show is disrespectful to the many of us who love the
game and follow it faithfully.

That you don’t get it — or refuse to get it — is too bad
for you. But don’t allow your ignorance to ruin our fun.
■

tender as opposed to positioning himself to try to make a
play.”

Technically, it was not a new rule, it was an interpreta-
tion of an existing rule. Nevertheless, it was already being
called the “Avery Rule” (the NHL nearly authorized an
“Avery Rule” T-shirt before Bettman got wind of it and
squashed the idea).

“When you look at it, there weren’t any rules like that,”
said Jaromir Jagr. “Five-on-five you won’t do that because
the other team would have an advantage five-on-four. But
five-on-three, I thought it was cool. I thought it was smart.
But I think it was so good, that’s why they put in a new
rule. A lot of teams would use it. If they wouldn’t do it, the
goalies would be all upset about it — they’re already cry-
ing about their new equipment.”

“Once something occurs like that, there’s an element of
integrity this game has to stay within,” Sutter said. “It’s
not something you want to see in the game. Unless there’s
something implemented, all of a sudden coaches in minor
hockey are going to start coaching players to do that now,
too, and that ends up being a mockery to the game.”

Apparently, the integrity of the game was unaffected by
Brodeur’s jab to the groin, an unsportsmanlike act of the
highest order that needs no rule interpretation. Nor was the
integrity of the game affected by the threats made by Sut-
ter and some of his players.

“Twenty years ago, he would have been killed for doing
it right at that point in time,” Sutter said with a straight
face. “It would have been a bench-clearing brawl. But
nowadays, it’s not that way. It’s a situation where we had

three men on the ice at the time. That wouldn’t have hap-
pened if it was a five-on-five situation.”

“If someone’s going to do something like that, you
should be able to knock him on his ass and not get a penal-
ty,” Jay Pandolfo said.

“I’m sure Whitey would have loved to have been able to
do something there,” Langenbrunner said, apparently
oblivious to White’s jab at Avery.

“My first reaction to that is definitely to do something
about it,” defenseman Paul Martin said, “But then me or
Whitey ends up in the box for two minutes. The refs have
to do something there. If this was the regular season, you
absolutely would have seen one of us take care of him.”

“I know everyone says ignore him, ignore him, ignore
him,” fellow agitator David Clarkson said. “But when he
crosses that line, there’s going to be a guy there to let him
know that. But other than that, there’s nothing we can do.”

Avery’s teammates, by contrast, appreciate what Avery
does to help the team. “That’s the way he plays,” said Jagr.
“When he plays that way, he plays his best hockey. He’s
scoring goals, working hard, taking bodies, drawing penal-
ties. Perfect.”

“All season long, he’s been a huge player for us,” Mar-
tin Straka said. “Fans love him and they get us going when
he’s playing well. He’s got everything. He’s got good
speed, he can play the body, he can fight, he can score
goals. The energy he’s playing with, he’s helping every-
body.”

“He definitely gets under the skin of the other team,”
said Ryan Callahan, a bit of an agitator himself. “That’s his

job and he’s good at it. The whole team likes that and
enjoys how good he does his job.”

“He’s one of those guys you can count on every night,”
said Brandon Dubinsky, also no stranger to the chippy side
of the game. “He brings that energy, the intensity, the
effort that you need to win on a daily basis.”

“He’s the kind of guy who knows what to say and what
to do,” Straka said. “He never used to bother me when I
played against him. But then, I couldn’t understand a thing
he said. It was funny when you watch it, but it was work-
ing. Brodeur was mad. He didn’t know what to do.”

“He really doesn’t shut up, ever,” Valiquette said. “He
practices on me, so he’s warmed up for Brodeur. It is real-
ly annoying. I can see how it affects Marty. I wouldn’t
have been happy if that happened to me. I probably would
have reacted a little differently. Sean would have been
picking his teeth up off the ice if it was me.”

“I had a few guys trying it today in practice,” said Hen-
rik Lundqvist the next day. “The only thing I can say is
that it was a smart thing to do. It’s pretty tough to defend.
It was a funny thing. They did a rule change, so for the
goalies, I guess it’s good.”

“Just from what I’ve read and heard from other players
around the league, I don’t think there’s going to be too
much of a fight from the players’ association on the new
rule,” Shanahan said.

“It’s just hockey,” said the ever-pragmatic Drury. “I
mean, you’re just trying to distract him. I don’t really think
it’s moral or philosophical or anything like that. It wasn’t a
rule and now it’s a rule. It’s pretty simple.”     ■
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