Former Habs enforcer tells it like it is
The Chris Nilan Story

in Knuckles:

BRENDAN KELLY

Things get real quickly with Chris
ilan.

There he was on Friday morning
atthevenerable Bishop St. restau-
rant Da Vinci announcing his lat-
est project, Knuckles: The Chris
Nilan Story, a one-man show that
will premiére May 28 at Maison
Principale in St-Henri. Its initial
run s four nights, May 28 and 30,
and June 3and 5.

All proceeds from the tickets,
which cost $350 for dinner and
the show, go to the Barry F. Loren-
zetti Foundation, which focuseson
mental-health-care initiatives in
Canada.

The show’s director Vittorio
Rossi — who also happens to be
one of English Montreal’s most
noted playwrights — had some
nice things to say about Nilan, the
former Montreal Canadiens player
who played 688 National Hockey
League regular-season games for
the Habs, New York Rangers and
Boston Bruins. Nilan won the Stan-
ley Cup with Montreal in 1986. He
was also one of the toughest guys
ever toplay for the Canadiens and
the guy affectionately known as
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Knuckles had more than his fair
share of fights over the years.

Barry Lorenzetti, the producer
of the show, also spoke eloquently
about Nilan.

Butwhen Nilan himself stepped
up to the microphone, all of asud-
den the packed room on the second
floor of Da Vinci went dead quiet
as the Boston-born hockey play-
er started talking about his roll-
er-coaster of alife that went from
the ultimate natural high of win-
ning the Cup with Montreal to the
horrific lows of drug and alcohol
addiction in his post-career years.

Nilan started by talking about
how he felt that first night at the
Montreal Forum, walking on to
the ice to hear17,000 fans cheering
and all of a sudden the memories
started flooding back to him. And
he thought that night: “Theydidn’t
have a clue who Chris Nilan was
orwhere he came from. So I kinda
figured they were clapping for the
logo on the front, not the name on
the back.”

Nilan then turned to this new
show about his life.

“I've come to tell my story notas
avictim, but asasurvivor,” he said.

And that's when things got real.

He talked of how far he fell, how
he nearly died. How two of his for-
mer Canadiens teammates offered
him a lifeline — Serge Savard and
Bob Gainey, both of whom later
became general managers of the
team. Both were there Friday to
make it clear they still supported
their old friend.

Nilan told astory ofhowone day
Gainey came to see himand hand-
ed him a business card, for some-
one from the NHL who helped
players with addiction issues. He
didn’t call right away, but a while
later, when things got even tough-
er, he did, and as people in these
situations often say, that phone
call saved his life. He broke down
while telling this story and had to
fight back the tears while continu-
ing his story.

“Alot of the pain in my life came
from the lies I was telling myself,”
Nilan said. “And until I was ready
to get honest with myself and be
able to open up to another human
being about my life, and what I'd
been through, T was going to stay
stuck. Ibelieve I was onlyassickas
my secrets and I believe hurt peo-
ple hurt people. And I was sick of
hurting people. And I wanted to

Former Montreal Canadiens enforcer Chris Nilan gets choked up while tell-
ing the story about how a phone call to get help with his addiction issues
saved his life. JouN MaHONEY

getwell.”

Hespoke of how when his career
ended “T had this bigempty hole in
my soul and I went to a place that
Idon't wish on anybody.”

At the end of the question peri-
od, Savard — one of the key figures
in the last 50 years of Canadiens
history — stood up and asked if
he could say a few words. No one
objected.

“I first met Chris at the morn-
ing skate at the Boston Garden,”
Savard said. “I had no idea who
he was. He walked to the bus, we
wereall on the bus comingback to
the hotel, and he saw (Canadiens
player) Gilles Lupien and he said:
“Next year, I'll take your job. But T
got to know him well and he’s got
the best quality a man can have

— he’s a good person and he’s an
honest person. And what he’s try-
ing to do is to make a difference in
other people’slives. He had alot of
problems, buthe’s also helpedalot
of people, including one person in
my own family.”

Rossi — author of the hit plays
The Chain, Paradise by the River
and many others — said working
with Nilan is one of the highlights
of his career.

“We all know him as a hockey
player,” Rossi said. “I'm getting to
knowhiminadifferentway. He'sa
natural-bornstoryteller withalot
to say. He speaks from the gut. He’s
bold while being sensitive and he’s
always honest.”

For tickets visit fondationloren-
zetti.org
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