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      Chapter One: 1965–77

      The Best

      
         In French, le mieux means “the best.” Since the day he first stepped on the ice, hockey star Mario Lemieux has lived up to the promise of his
         name. Despite battles with injury and illness, nothing has stopped him in his quest to be the best hockey player in the world.
      

      Mario was raised in the Canadian province of Quebec. Hockey is Canada’s national sport, and in French-speaking Quebec, hockey
         is more than a game. It is a passion. Most children learn to skate soon after they begin to walk. Every town and neighborhood
         has an ice-hockey rink. As winter approaches, people can hardly wait for local ponds and lakes to freeze so they can play
         hockey. Some residents even flood their backyards to create miniature rinks.
      

      
         Hockey has a long and storied tradition in Canada. The sport became popular in the late 1800s, nowhere more so than in Quebec.
         The first leagues were formed in 1885, and within ten years Quebec’s capital city, Montreal, supported more than one hundred
         teams. When hockey began to be played professionally around the turn of the century, Montreal was a hotbed of talent. The
         National Hockey League (NHL) formed in 1917, and the Montreal Canadiens became the sport’s reigning dynasty almost from the
         start.
      

      Mario Lemieux grew up in a working-class neighborhood of Montreal called Ville Emard, only ten minutes away from the Montreal
         Forum, home of the Canadiens. Mario was born on October 5, 1965, the third son of Jean-Guy Lemieux, a construction worker,
         and his wife, Pierrette. The three Lemieux boys were very close. Allain, the eldest son, was three years older than Mario.
         The middle boy, Richard, and Mario were separated by only a year.
      

      There was nothing the boys liked better than playing hockey. By the time Mario first put on skates at the age of three, he
         already knew the basic rules of the game. He and his brothers pretended that the 
         Lemieuxs’ basement was a hockey rink and would slide about in their stocking feet, using wooden kitchen spoons as hockey sticks
         and a bottle cap as a puck. They skidded and slid around the columns in the basement, pretending they were defenders, and
         took aim at their mother’s piano, imagining that the space beneath the keyboard was the goal.
      

      Even after Allain began playing organized hockey, and Richard and Mario learned to skate, the boys continued to practice in
         the basement. Before long, they began using real hockey sticks instead of spoons, and plastic pucks instead of bottle caps.
      

      Their rough play took a toll on the basement’s tile ceiling and floor. Each time one of the boys scored, he would thrust his
         stick in the air in celebration, sometimes piercing one of the tiles. The constant smacking of sticks on the floor as the
         boys fought for the puck left it scarred and marked. After scoring a goal, they would bang their sticks on the piano.
      

      Fortunately, Pierrette and Jean-Guy didn’t mind. Mr. Lemieux was a big hockey fan and was pleased that his sons enjoyed the
         game so much. He encouraged them to play and just kept replacing tiles and fixing the floor. As the boys grew older, he and
         his 
         wife were always taking their sons to practices and games. Pierrette and Jean-Guy even carried snow into the house and packed
         it down on the front hallway, through a door into the dining room, then through the living room and back into the hallway.
         They left the door open so it would stay cold and the boys could skate through the house! Neighbors and relatives thought
         the Lemieuxs were nuts, but as Pierrette said later, “It was easy to raise kids here. There was always happiness.”
      

      Mario learned to skate with other neighborhood kids and his many cousins on an outdoor rink behind a nearby church. He took
         to the ice immediately. Before he began attending school, the whole neighborhood was already talking about how well he could
         skate. “They all said, ‘Look at this little guy, look at him go, look at him skate!’” Pierrette recalled.
      

      Mario’s early career wasn’t restricted to pickup games of hockey. There were also organized leagues for kids. Youth hockey
         in Canada is very popular. Leagues are organized around age groups, so players compete against others of similar skills. When
         
         Mario was growing up, a player had to be nine years old to be eligible to play. Teams of young players compete for provincial
         titles and sometimes travel long distances. Teenage hockey players are also subject to a draft to play in the highly competitive
         junior leagues. They often move away from home and even quit school in order to further their hockey careers.
      

      When Mario was six years old, his brother Allain was playing for a Pee Wee league hockey team of nine- and ten-year-olds.
         One afternoon, they were playing a practice game when the coach motioned for Mario to come down from the stands. He had noticed
         the young boy skating around before the game and asked him if he’d like to play.
      

      Mario jumped at the chance. He’d never played in a real game before. Although he was three or four years younger than everyone
         else, he wasn’t intimidated. Mario was already as big as kids several years older.
      

      He played as if he had been practicing with the team all year. He’d only been on the ice a few minutes before he scored a
         goal, and a few minutes later he made a nice pass and collected an assist.
      

      
         Mario could hardly wait until he was old enough to join Pee Wee hockey. Over the next few years, he played pickup hockey whenever
         he could, usually against older boys. Yet, even then, he was often the best player on the ice.
      

      When he turned nine, he joined the Ville Emard Hurricanes, known as the Black Machine in reference to the color of their jerseys.
         The Hurricanes were a legend in Pee Wee league hockey in the Montreal area. They were usually one of the best teams.
      

      Mario’s teammates on the Hurricanes included two future NHL hockey players, J. J. Daigneault and Sylvain Cote, who later became
         a first-round draft pick in the NHL. Despite being surrounded by such talent, Mario stood out.
      

      His size, even then, was intimidating. When Mario had the puck it was almost impossible to take it away. Other players feared
         being checked by Mario. Although he played by the rules, he was already tough and strong. He had a powerful shot, and his
         stickhandling ability was better than that of most other players.
      

      
         But what made Mario stand out most were his vision and hockey instincts. He played as if he had eyes in the back of his head
         and seemed able to sense what was going to happen before it did. He would make a blind pass an instant before a player broke
         clear or swoop in the opposite direction just as an opponent moved in from behind. The combination of his skills made him
         a unique player. He did more than score; he made his entire team better.
      

      Mario soon developed a reputation as one of the best young players in Quebec. When the Hurricanes competed in the provincial
         Pee Wee league tournament and played throughout Quebec, fans turned out in droves to see him play, immediately picking out
         the young boy in the Number 12 jersey who towered over most of the other players.
      

      Canadian fans take hockey very seriously, even youth hockey. Mario would often be greeted with jeers from the supporters of
         the opposing team. Steve Finn, who later played in the NHL, played against Lemieux in the tournament, and later told a reporter,
         “Already, he had a big reputation. Everyone was talking about him.” Adult spectators sometimes 
         greeted Mario with obscenities. Some people even threw things at him and spat on him as he skated past.
      

      Mario led the Hurricanes to the provincial championship. As he grew older and moved up to leagues for older kids, Montreal
         newspaper reporters often found themselves writing about the young star. Mario was the best player on every team he played
         on, and he usually made his team the best in the league.
      

      Scotty Bowman, a former coach of the Montreal Canadiens, kept seeing Mario’s name in the newspaper. He was intrigued by the
         boy’s last name — “the best” — and decided to see for himself if this boy was as good as everyone claimed he was. One day,
         when Mario was twelve years old, Bowman quietly sat in the back of an arena and watched him play. He saw a special player.
         It was almost as if Mario were playing a different game from the other boys on the ice.
      

      Nearly a decade earlier Wayne Gretzky, a young player in the Toronto area, had been a youth-hockey prodigy. He had gone on
         to be a star in junior 
         hockey and turned pro at age seventeen, joining a new pro league, the World Hockey Association. When the league folded a year
         later, his team, the Edmonton Oilers, joined the long-established National Hockey League. At age eighteen, Gretzky tied for
         the NHL scoring title and won the MVP award, the Hart Trophy. Although he was still in his twenties, many people considered
         Gretzky the best hockey player ever. But after seeing Mario, Bowman was convinced that he was just as special as Wayne Gretzky.
      

      Bowman couldn’t contain his enthusiasm. He told a reporter, “I have seen a young man named Mario Lemieux play hockey. He will
         be a future star in the NHL.”
      

      Such a ringing endorsement got everyone’s attention. Wayne Gretzky’s agent, Bob Perno, read the story and decided that he,
         too, just had to see this young man named Mario Lemieux.
      

      Perno had a reaction similar to Bowman’s. “I just fell in love with him,” he recalled. “Just fell in love.” When he returned
         home, he called a business partner and said, “This guy is good.”
      

      
         When his partner asked just how good he was, Perno didn’t hesitate. “This guy is another Wayne,” he said. “Only bigger.”
      

      Although Perno was speaking about Lemieux’s size, those words also rang true in regard to Mario’s potential. Over the next
         few years, the hockey world would anxiously watch to see if Mario Lemieux would fulfill his promise.
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