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(above) played their
games in San Francisco,
The 1968 version is

shown practicing at the -
Cow Palace. In 1975,
Seals goalie Gary Sim-
mons was victimized for a
goal by Butch Goring of
the Los Angeles Kings
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very well. They were one big mi-
graine for the NHL from the be-
ginning, and there were rumors
that the franchise was in finan-
cial trouble and was looking to
leave Oakland only a few months
after it was born.

In their nine years in the Bay
Area, the Seals had seven owners
(with Charlie Finley the most ne-
farious), eight coaches and sever-
al general managers.

Almost from the time they
got here, the Seals seemed to be
going somewhere else, Dallas; Mi-
ami; Hamilton, Ontario; Denver;
Vancouver; Cleveland — they
were all on the list. The specula-
tion finally ended during the
summer of 1976, when the Seals
moved to Cleveland and became
tlic Barons. The Gunds assumed
full control of the Barons the
following season.

But Cleveland wasn’t the an- -
swer for the franchise, either — -
two years later, the Barons fold-
ed and were merged with the
Minnesota North Stars.

The Seals made the playoffs
only twice in nine years and nev-
er finished above .500. Their cu-
mulative record in Oakland was
a sorry 182403-115.

“We had a lot of players who
didn’t really belong in the NHL,”
said Gilles Meloche, a Seals goalie
from 197176 and now a Pen-
guins’ scout. “It was pretty scary
and a tough way to learn (about
pro hockey).”

Said former Seal center Den-
nis Maruk, the best player the
team had: “When other teams
played us, they thought it was an
easy two points. No doubt about
it. We didn’t win a lot of hockey
games."”

Or draw a lot of fans. The
Seals’' best average attendance
was a paltry 6,944 — in their final
season at the Oakland Coliseum
Arena. Overall, they averaged 5,-
604 in their Bay Area years.

“We had real good crowds
lots of times,” Patrick said. “They
just weren’t consistent enough.”
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Seals Were a Bad Team
But Good for Laughs

One thing about the California
Golden Seals: They may have lost
a bundle of hockey games in their
time, but they had a certain mor-
bid entertainment value about
them. Especially off the ice,

Here are some of the more
memorable moments in the annals
of Sealdom:

M The most tragic event in
NHL history involved the Seals. On
January 13, 1968 in a game at Min-
nesota, North Star center Bill Mas-
terton was sandwiched by two
Oakland players.

Masterton, who wasn’t wearing
a helmet (few players did in those
days) fell backward and struck his
head on the ice. He died of a brain
injury two days later.

M Broadcaster Joe Starkey was
interviewing Seals center Walt
McKechnie during a pregame ra-
dio show, and McKechnie was ask-
ed to sum up the attitude of the
team in yet ‘another sad season.
Instead of giving the usual stock,

_cliche answer, he said:

“I don't give a damn. Nobody
gives a damn. I don't care. Nobody
cares. I'd just as soon go home and
play golf. (Owner Charlie) Finley
has made a mockery of the team —
all the good guys have left. The
sooner this season is over, the bet-
ter.”

M More McKechnie: He roomed
on the road with Bobby Sheehan,
who can best be described as an
erratic individual (Sheehan's lug-
gage on one trip: a bottle of booze
and a toothbrush). McKechnie hat-
ed Sheehan’s incorrigible sloppi-
ness, and legend has it McKechnie
hung Sheehan by his ankles, from
a hotel window, until Sheehan
agreed to clean their room.

M More Starkey: While doing a
postgame show, someone called

- his engineer on the press box
phone, saying the Seals had fired

coach Marshall Johnston and trad-
ed star winger Joey Johnston (not
related) to the New York Rangers.
The engineer passed the informa-
tion on to Starkey, who read it on
the air.

The whole thing turned out to
be a hoax.

“No one ever found out who
did it," said Starkey, noting that
the press box phone number was a
private line and only available to
the media. “That was a bizarre one,
to say the least.”

M The Seals in 1971 traded goal-
ie Gary Smith to Chicago for an-
other netminder, Gerry DesJar-
dins. But when DesJardins showed
up wiih a broken armi, the dea! was
nullified, and the league made the
Blackhawks give up Paul Shmyr,
Gerry Pinder and Gilles Meloche,
all of whom turned out to be quali-
ty players.  * - o0

~ M During one game at St. Louis,
the Seals had been outshot by the
Blues, 20-1, in a period. After the
public address announcer made
fans aware of that fact, one Seal
cracked, “OK, who was the wise
guy who took the shot?” '+

M Bert Olmstead, the Seals'
first coach/general manager, once
called two practices on Thanksgiv-
ing Day, then went home for din-
ner, But not before he padlocked
the dressing room door so the play-
ers couldn't leave, :

M Krazy George, who got his
professional cheerleading start
with the Seals, walked over to the
penalty box during a fight-filled
game and began banging his drum
in the ear of Boston Bruin Terry
O'Reilly

One of the NHL's more pugna-
cious types, O'Reilly, still wearing
his skates, chased George through
the Coliseum Arena stands. Lucki-
ly for George, O'Reilly never
caught him, — Tony Cooper




To get an idea just how hard it
was for the Seals to attract folks
to the Coliseum Arena, which
could hold 12,000 fans for hock-—
ey, consider this: Only 600 season
tickets were sold for the 197475

campaign.
How They Stood Out

The Seals were, however,
trend-setters in low fashion. Fin-
ley thought that dressing his
troops in white skates would be a
novel idea. The footwear may
have been appropriate for Debi _
Thomas or Dorothy Hamill, but
they weren't for supposedly
rough-and-tumble hockey play-
ers. :

“They looked kind of silly,”
said Meloche. “We heard com-
ments (from opposing players)
everywhere we went. They said
we looked like sissies or figure-
skaters.

“And each skate weighed
about 10 pounds each — they had
to be painted every day. That’s
another joke."”

Said ex-Seal winger Stan Gil-
bertson: “Well, they were a nov-
elty at the time. Unfortunately,
they didn't help us play any bet-
ter hockey. They looked kind of
ridiculous.”

This bit of fashion levity last-
ed just one season — 1971.72.
Then the Seals went back to con-
ventional black skates, although
they later brought green-and--
gold skates to the NHL.

Where's The Draft?

Like any bad team, the Seals
never seemed to make good use
of the draft. Often, their first-
round picks were traded away.

selected Chris Oddleifson — a
marginal center who never
played a single game in a Seals
uniform. oot

The Seals didn’t have a first-
rounder in 1972 or 1973. In '74,
they selected an offensive-mind-
ed defenseman named Rick
Hampton, pegged to be the sec-
ond coming of Bobby Orr.

Forget it. The guy was a total -

bust.

“He had no drive, no heart,”
said KGO radio sportscaster Joe
Starkey, the voice of the Seals

from 1972-76. “He had skills —
(but) he rarely showed them.”

Ralph Klassen, no more than
-a penaltykilling specialist, was
the Seals' top pick — third over-
all — the following year. Then
came defenseman Bjorn Johans-
son, a reputed “tough Swede”
who never amounted to any-
thing.

All this was nothing compar-
ed to the 1971 draft, The Seals
had traded their first-round pick
to Montreal, and the Canadiens
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When they did have a pick, the -

team never seemed able to get
anyone who could play.

The Seals had the league's
seventh overall choice in 1969,
the first year of the entry draft.

used that choice towhappil:y Séoop
up Guy Lafleur, one of the best

_players ever.
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Ironically, the best draft
choice the Seals ever made was
taking Maruk on the second
round. Deemed too small by
NHL observers (Maruk was only
about 5-foot-5), the Seals took a
chance on him. i .

“I was just hoping théy” (the
franchise) would get stable,” Ma-
ruk said. “That’s the whole key, I

~was trying to plan a career and

didn’t want to move around — I
wanted to make roots and build
from there.

“People thought béing draft-
ed by the Seals was (an unstable
situation), because they thought
the franchise wasn't going to last
very long.” T

That the Seals lasted nine
years is a miracle in itself. This
outfit was on shaky ice from day
one. s

Tomorrow: The Finley Era

arrives — and leads to the move
to Cleveland
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