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      To my son Duane

   
      Chapter One: 1961–70

      From the Backyard Rink to Front-Page News

      
         Wayne Gretzky grew up in Canada dreaming the same dream as generations of young boys before him. It is the winter dream of
         his homeland — a dream of hockey glory.
      

      Dotted by frozen lakes, ponds, and rivers, the Canadian countryside in winter is virtually one skating rink after another.
         Playing hockey on those rinks is a part of many boys’ lives. But from the time he could lace up his skates, Wayne made hockey
         more than just part of his life. It was his life.
      

      Wayne Gretzky was born to Walter and Phyllis Gretzky on January 26, 1961. He was greeted by two generations of hockey fans.
         Walt Gretzky had grown up skating and playing hockey on the Nith River and, in his early adulthood, spent five years at the
         
         Junior B level (roughly the equivalent of A minor league baseball in the United States).
      

      Wayne’s grandmother was also an avid sports enthusiast. A big fan of the Toronto Maple Leafs, Mary Gretzky holds a significant
         distinction in hockey history: she was the first goalie to defend against Wayne. Every Saturday night, while the Canadian
         Broadcasting Company telecast a program called Hockey Night in Canada, two-year-old Wayne would whack at a sponge ball with a tiny souvenir hockey stick as his grandmother sat in a reclining chair
         and played goalie.
      

      Fortunately for Mary, Wayne didn’t have to wait long to get out on the ice. Two months before his third birthday, Wayne tried
         out his first set of blades. A family film clip tells the story: equipped with a regulation-size hockey stick cut to scale,
         and bundled by his mother from head to toe, little Wayne took off. Shooting-practice sessions with Grandma in the living room
         were behind him. This Gretzky’s life was destined to be spent on the ice.
      

      At first, Wayne skated mainly on the Nith River near his grandparents’ farm and at the local rink on 
         weekends. Then Walter began to take Wayne to an outdoor park near their house in Brantford, Ontario. Wayne loved skating at
         the park and would stay long after all the other kids had gone home.
      

      Walt Gretzky did all he could to encourage Wayne’s love of hockey, but one winter of waiting in a freezing car at the park
         was enough for him. The next year, he turned his backyard into a skating rink so he could watch his son from the warmth of
         his own kitchen.
      

      The “Wally Coliseum,” as this homegrown rink came to be known, covered the whole Gretzky backyard and was equipped with lights.
         Four-year-old Wayne skated constantly: before school, after school, and after dinner. The rink soon became the centerpiece
         of all neighborhood activity.
      

      Playing with his friends was fun, but at age five Wayne asked his father when he could play on an organized team. Since at
         that time boys had to be at least ten years old in order to play minor (youth) hockey in Brantford, it looked as if Wayne
         would just have to be patient.
      

      Then the following fall, Walt Gretzky saw a notice in the local paper. It was an announcement for 
         an open tryout for a major novice team at the local rink. No age restrictions were given.
      

      When Walt and Wayne arrived at the rink for the tryouts, the ice was packed with boys. Six-year-old Wayne looked tiny beside
         many of them, but despite his size, he was as strong a skater as any of them. When he was on the ice, the puck became his
         personal property — a fact that didn’t escape the notice of Brantford Atoms coach Dick Martin. Coach Martin remembered him
         as a “scared little boy,” but he liked Wayne’s skating and put him on the team.
      

      A hockey team roster usually lists eighteen skaters and two goalies. Six players take to the ice at one time. On defense are
         the goalie and a pair of defensemen. The goalie is responsible for keeping the puck out of the goal any way he can. He gets
         help from his defensemen, whose job it is to keep the opposing team from getting in good position for a shot on goal. When
         the defensemen get control of the puck, they clear it to their offensive front line, the center and two wings. The front line
         powers forward, passing the puck back and forth, carrying it 
         down the ice into the attacking zone, and setting up chances to score.
      

      All players can score (though it is highly unusual for the goalie to do so!). A goal can be made in three ways: a setup pass
         from one player is shot into the net by a second; a pass is deflected off the stick of a second player into the net; or the
         puck is shot directly into the net. In the first two instances, the last player to touch the puck is credited with the goal,
         while the player or players who helped set up the shot are awarded with an “assist.” In the third situation, only the player
         who scored is credited, since no one assisted him in making the goal.
      

      Personal offensive statistics list a player’s number of assists and number of goals, which together make up a total number
         of points. Team victories are awarded two points in league standings; if a game goes into an overtime sudden death, the winning
         team gets one point, but the losing team is given one as well.
      

      Wayne Gretzky scored only one goal during his first season (1967–68) at center with the Brantford Atoms, and he didn’t win
         any trophies. But in his 
         second year, he scored 27 goals and gained national notoriety. And at the end of the 1969–70 season, his scoring totals climbed
         to 104 goals and 63 assists for 167 points in only 62 games. Word on the “Gretzky kid from Brantford” began to spread.
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