Greed,
corruption, and
murder
have penetrated
the breeding
grounds
for future N.H.L.
stars.
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By all accounts Viadimir
Bogach was a prince of a
guy, not the typa anyona
expected to find facedown

in a pool of his own blood.
Four gunmen emerged from
the bushes oulside Moscow's
lce Palace one alternoon

last summer and purmped
Bogach, the longtime equlp-
ment manager of the Red
Army hockey team, full of
lead. His wife watched in hor-
ror as Bogach writhed on the
paverment. Whan a bystander
criad out for an ambulance,
the assassing returned (o
deliver a coup de grace (o
their victim—right between
the eyes.

A few months earller pho-
tographer Feliks Solowyov laft
hiz apartmant, camaras in
hand, for a shoot on the other
side of Moscow. He got as
far as the driveway bafare he
was greeled by a shool of a
dillerent order: a hail al bul

lats, all drilled squarely into
his head. The killer left the
murder weapon behind—a
pistol aquipped with a spe-
cial silencer issued only 1o
agents of the lormer K.G.B
The slayings shocked aven
the most [aded of Moscow's
violence-weary citizens. Ina
clty where contract kilings
have become the preferred
method of arbitrating differ-
ances between gangsters and
biznezmeni, Muscoviles were
at a loss to explain the rubouts
of Bagach and Solovyov.,
MNaither had much moneay
io speak of, MNor were they
involved in the kind of shady
moonlight deals that have
come to bind Russia's post-
Communist society together
in a wab of mutually complicit
criminality—the kind of deals
and broken deals that in
Moscow seem o generate a
chain reaction of all too literal
forms of backstabbing.
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Baeyond their untimely
appointmeants with daath,
Bogach and Solovyov had
shared something else
someathing that made their
murders even more disturb-
ing: Both worked at the Ice
Palace for one of the world's
great sports dynasties, tha
C.5K.A. Red Army hockey
club of Moscow.

While Moscow deteclives
bumbled through the typically
fruitless pro-forma investi-
gations, Red Army officlials,
players, and fans struggled
to maka sense of the mur-
ders. At the vary least tha
gangland-style exacutions
seamed to underscora the
intrusion of Moscow's crimi-
nal gangs into what had once
baen one of the most venara-
bla institutions in the time of
the Soviets: the universe of
Russian hockey.

| had some knowledge of
the problem when | arrived in
Moscow on a hot, sunny
maorning last August to inves-
tigate the links batwaen
Russian gangsters and the
hockey business, Il was no
sacrael in North America that
saveral highly paid Busslan
Mational Hockey League
superstars had become tar-
gets of kidnapping threats
and extortion by sleazy com-
patriots. Russian criminals on
the loose across our own
continent were said to be
keaping tabs on several play
ars as well as on thair fami
ligs back in Moscow, Kiay,
and Khabarovsk,

But an even seamier side
of the Russian mob's connec-
tion to hockey had so far
eeemead to escape attention:
the penetration of criminal
groups into the Russian
hockay business itself, inlo

tha very clubs back in Russia
that of lale years have
bacoma breeding grounds
for futiire N.H.L. stars.

lhe demise of the Soviet
Union at the start of the
decade opened the flood-
gates on its vast repository o
hockey talent. Playing far the
glory of the matherland no
longer counted for much;
lucrative contracts did. The
1980 saw an unprece-
dented exodus of Russian
hockey players for points
wast. By the summer of 1996
no fewer than 170 athletes
from the former Saviet Union
wara listad as active players
in the Mational Hockey
League or its farm clubs,

The 1980s have seen
hockey fever spread to such
unlikely host cities as
Phoenix, Miami, and Tampa
Bay, with minimal dilution of
talent, thanks in large mea-
sure to the contribution from
Russia's gene pool, The pres
anca of live Russians in the
lineup of the 1995-98 Red
Wings helped Detroit win a
league-record 61 regular-
SEAS0N games.

"They enhanced the depth
of skill in the N.H.L.." says
Bob Goodenow, exacutive
director of the National
Hockey League's Playars
Association, “Tha Russian
sysiem locuses on skating,
stick handling, passing skills.
They put tremendous
emphasis on physlcal condl-
tioning.”

But on the golden anniver-
sary of Soviet hockey, the
fata of the gamea in Russia—
and tha way it is taught and
played—are teataring on the
brink of collapse. State
financing has dried up, leay
ing clubs ripe for the pluck






Ing by criminal syndicates. Millions of
dollars in transfer fees from the N.H.L.,
intended for Russian sports clubs near
bankruptey, have vanished. Teams have
been left to scrounge in strange places
for scarce funds and sponsorships,
Attendance has plunged; a pickup
game on some radioactive rink in the
secrel city of Chelyabynsk Is likely to
draw a larger crowd than the Red Army
now pulls in at Moscow's lce Palace,

During a two-month Investigation that
took me from dismal locker rooms in
Moscow to center ice at Madison
Square Garden, | learned how rampant
graft, greed, and corruption have
stymied even the mast promising efforts
to keep Russian hockey afloat.

Take the case of the C.5 K. A, Red
Army team [tself. In 1983 Howard
Baldwin, the principal owner of the
Pittsburgh Penguins, saw an opportunity
to rescue the lloundering C.5.K A, fran-
chise. Baldwin gathered a group of
investors—including actor Michael J. Fox
and Penguins suparstar Mario Lemieux—
to buy the rights to promete and market
the C.5.K.A. team, which was fast
becoming the principal incubater of
N.H.L. talent cutside North America,

Accaording to an insider who is familiar
with the deal, Baldwin made a commit-
ment o rebuild C.5K.A. Red Army with
an infusion of cash, initially about $1 mil-
lion, The team would receive a make-over
in the Penguing’ image. As a marketing
ploy the traditional hammer and sickle on
the team's uniform would be shifted to
the shoulder but not done away with alto-
gether, making way for the team's new
emblem: a stick-handling Russian
Fenguin, subsequently redesigned by
none other than Disney Productions.

The odd juxtaposition of a Mickey
Mouse impostor with the grim Soviat
reaper sald everything about Pitts-
burgh's joint vanture with coach Viktor V.
Tikhonov's Red Army faction: a capitalist
sapling was transplantad, with high
hopes that it would take rool in the
mulch of the old Sovietsky Sovuz—the
now-defunct ULS.S.R.

PFittsburgh would handle all expenses
for marketing the Red Army Penguins
within Russia and abroad. In return
Baldwin's group would share the profits
50-50 with the Red Army's post-
Communist owners—renowned former
Soviat Olympic coach Tikhonov and his
general manager, Valery |. Gushchin.

"Baldwin saw an opportunity to
rebuild one”of the greatest dynasties in
sports history,” says Steven Warshaw,
axacutive vice president of the Russian
Penguins. With the Red Army teamn near
bankruplicy, Baldwin also saw a chance
to get an inside frack on the hockay
business in Russia—and make money
by controlling the flow of Red Army play-
ers bound for North America.

At the time N.H.L. teams were free io

cut their own deals in prying talent loose
from Soviet clubs, “Vancouver would
say, you know, 'How much to get
[Sergei] Makarov out of Russia? " says
a sports marketing agent who has
worked extensively in Russia, "C.5.K A,
and Vancouver would do the deal
directly, on their own. There were big
bucks to be had in transfer fees.”
International investors like Baldwin &
Co. who played by the free-market rule-
book were the exception. The small of
quick cash drew criminal gangs to
hockey clubs like flles to fecal matter.
According to Dennis McDonald, formar
Winnipeg Jets assistant general manag-
er, a Mafia cartel bought Sokal Kiev, the
largest and most powerful Soviet
League (as it then was) club in Ukraine,
“Gangslers came in and took It over,”
McDonald says. "They came in to scoop
up the players. They figured if the players
belonged to them and thay could repre-
sent them, they'd be in fat city” But the
gangsiers proved inept when It came to
running the club, Sokol Kiev went bank-
rupt, and eventually folded altogether,
"Some teams are now owned by
Mafia groups,” says Mike Smith,
McDonald's old boss at the Winnipag |
Jets. Smith is widely regarded as one of
the game's most knowledgeable—and
candid—observers of the Russian
scena, “It's a hard thing to prove, But a
teamn will be owned by, say, a factory,
and the factory will be ownad by the
Mafia. It's like following a ship in the log.”

Superboxes and Extravaganzas
Tha Penguins caught a glimpse of the
ship and perceived a long-term invest-
meant opportunity. At the very least thay
could corner the market on C.S.K A, play-
ers leaving for the N.H.L. “No other team
has provided more players to the NH.L.
than C.S5K.A.," Warshaw says. “The Red
Arrmy [team] is the unofficial hatchery of
superstars for the NH.L" {Some 50 for-
mer Red Army players are |isted with the
MN.H.L. and their farm clubs this season.)
Baldwin and Tikhonov agreed to a 50-50
split of transfer-fee profits on any Red
Army players leaving for the N.HLL,

Baldwin'a team of marketeers moved
into high gear. They sold rink-board
advertising and zix-figure corporate
sponsorships to Coke, MeDonald's, and
athars who ware looking to introduce
their products to the Russian market,
“We were {rying 1o introduce American-
style marketing and promaotion,” says
Thomas Ruta, one of the Pittsburgh
Penguin ownears and president of tha
Russian Penguins,

They bulll superboxes for season-
ticket holders and added between-pariod
extravaganzas—complate with beer-
guzzling dancing bears, beat-the-goalie
contests, even strippers. They had Jeep
giveaways and Delta Airlines=spon-
sored "Stanley Cup fantasy trips.”




Attendance soared—from a lackluster
500 or so a night to packed houses of
6,000 raucous fans. Scalpers flourished.

But by the second season the deal
began to sour. Gangsters with sawed-
off shotguns stuffed under their coats
commandeered the superboxes, leav-
ing V.I.F. season-ticket holders on the
street, When one employee inquired
about general manager Gushchin's
strange guests, the chap was advised
to refrain from asking further questions,
lest he end up hanging by his thumbs
from the arena’s raftars,

Millions of dollars in transfer fees dis-
appeared without a trace. One Insider
says the C.5.K.A's management would
double-dip by docking players arbitrarily,
then pocketing the fines without refund-
ing the maoney to thair Pittsburgh
bankrollers, When one player asked
why ha was fined his antire $400 month-
ly zalary, Gushchin flatly told him,
“Because you're an asshole.” When
Nike donated equipment for the Red
Army's youth program, It turned up for
sale to the public at the club's store.

In the summaer of 1995 the Penguins
wara lold to get out; thair role would
henceforth be limited to marketing Red
Army tours and merchandise outside
Russia. Warshaw and Ruta would only
say that things didn't work out quile the
way they expected. But the demise of

the Penguins-Red Army joint venture is
ona of the worst-kept secrets in hockey,

“The Penguing ownership was forced
out,” says Michael Bopp, a staffer of the
Senate Permanent Subcommittes on
Investigations, which in May 1996 held
hearings on Russian mob infiltration into
the ranks of hockey. “Was it by business-
men or organized crima? It's hard to say”

With Baldwin safely stashed in the
corner, Tikhonav and Gushchin thought
they were cruising. But they hadn't pre-
pared for the heavy checking that would
come their way up-ice, courtesy of their
old bosses in the Russian Army.

Dafensa Minister Pavel Grachev had
watched the new Russian Penguins in
action from one of the refurbished lce
Palace superboxes. Grachav liked what
he saw: the team's polential as a huge
cash cow. Tha Army, which in 1993 had
leased the club's rights—and rink—to
Tikhonov for 49 years, suddenly wanted
the team back,

“Mow, alter three years, the Army saw
how fancy it is, and that maney could be
made," Viktor Gusav, who handles pub-
lic: relations for Tikhonov, told me when |
visited the Ice Palace last summer.
“That's when the struggle started.”

General Grachev summarily dis-
missad Tikhonov and moved to reassert
Army control over the franchise. By the
summer of 1996 a full-scale war had

broken out between the Tikhonov-
Gushehin office at the Ice Palace and
their former bosses in the Army bar-
racks behind the arena.

Tikhonov had led C.5K.A, Red Army
to 13 consecutive Soviet championships
and the Soviet national team to three
Olympic gold medals. From the late
19705 on, Tikhonov coached both the
Red Army and the Soviet national
teams. Players from across the Soviet
Union dreamed of making Tikhonov's
Red Army team; it was the most secure
raute to the Soviet Clympic squad.

Mot that the players had any greal
love for Tikhonoy, his drill-sergeant bru-
tality left many players physically and
mentally broken, @arning him thea
antipathy of many of his finest skaters,

As the best athletes began to set their
sights on North America, Tikhonov
could no longer attract the same first-
rate talent. C.5.K.A. fell in the standings;
attendance fell accaordingly, The Army
dumped the team into Tikhonov's lap in
April 1983, Shortly thereafter Tikhanov
signed the deal with Pittsburgh,

Mexican Standoff In Moscow

But by the spring of ‘98 Piltsburgh had
comea and gane. 5o too had Grachey,
sacked in a Kremlin shakeoul. And so
had the corporate sponsorships
brought in by the Penguins markating
strategists. But Grachev's exuberance
had nat gone unneticed. If the old ham-
mer and sickla stood for anything now, it
was dollars—forget rubles, The brass
sniffed its commercial appeal—the
same appeal that had so bedazzled the
Penguin Capitallsts—and they wanted
back in. Defense Ministry officers even
promised Baldwin they would make
amends if he took their side.

Throughout the spring and into the
summer of 1996, Tikhonov and Gush-
chin resisted Defense Ministry efforts to
force them from the Ice Palace. The
showdown came to a head in July, when
Army troops occupled the arena and
blocked Tikhonov's access.

Gushchin and Tikhonov fought back,
slipping into the building in the early
marning with an escort of elite anti-terror
commandos they'd hired from the
Interior Ministry. (That's right, hired. As
one Russian sports agent put it, "In the
U.S. you call the police. In Russia you
call the cops and they say, ‘Pay us
monay or go to hell.' ")

A full-blown Mexican standoff ensued,
with Army soldiers surrounding the lce
Palace and the police on alert inside.
The Army only backed off when telavi-
slon crews arrived on the scena.

It was shortly after this standoff that |
called on Tikhonov and Gushchin. |
crossed the same pavement where
Vladimir Bagach had been gunned
down. Climbing the gray marble stairs
and passing through the grimy glass

COMTINUED OM PAGE 62
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doors of the lce Palace, | retraced
Bogach's final steps.

The memory of the Bogach murder
was still fresh in the minds of the
C.5K.A employees | encounterad in
the dark hallway inside. But nobody
cared to dig too deeply. "No one wants
to reveal too much, because then they
will ba afraid faor their life too," one
C.5K.A worker whispered. "We know
also that in recent days a high hockey
official was murdered in Yekaterinburg.
It wasn't in any of the papers, but we
know it happened.”

No one believed that Bogach's death
was linked to any dispute with the Army.
Mast seemed to think it was a case of mis-
taken identity. An unidentified “banker"
was said to be playing tennis that afier-
naoon on the Red Army courts outside the
lce Palace. (The term "banker® s used
loosely these days in Russia; anyona with
$50,000 in cash can open a bank.)

When Bogach emerged from the
arena dressed in a tennis suit, the gun-
men opaned fire, apparently thinking
they had their man. Witnesses report
that the banker immediately bolted from
the court and never returned to collect
his bullet-riddled Marcedes. It hap-

paned 1o ba parked alongside the maore
modest sedan from which Mrs. Bogach
suddenly bacama a front-row spaclator
at her husband's execution,

Solovyov's death defied all explana-
tion; not even the got-the-wrong-guy
scenario seemed fo fit. He was blown
away just oulside his apartmeant door.
The evidence suggested precise plan-
ning. “The nearest thing that we can fig-
ura is that he may have accidantally
taken pictures of someone who didn't
want to be seen,” said one C.5.K A, offi-
cial, who insisted on anonymity,

While | waited to see Gushchin, a
grim-faced Tikhonov strode past. He
refused to speak with me. “I'm sure Mr,
Gushchin will tell you whatever it is you
want to know," he said.

“Thera Are No Problems"
Valery Gushchin is a rotund, pale man
who looks a decade older than his 50
years. With a thick shock of ciled white
hair and dark circles under his eyes, he
is a dead ringer for Boris Yeltsin,
Gushchin seemed surprised when |
rafarred to problems with the Panguins.
“Problems?" he said. “There are no
prablems.” | suggested that Americans
might be hard pressed to understand
the kind of ownership spat that had led
to the standoff on the arana steps.
“Different countries, different systems

of law," Gushchin said with a shrug. By
then the case had been remanded to the
courts, 80 | asked if Russia had a system
of law capable of arbitrating a dispute. “If
they rule in our favar, there is law,” he said
He rose from his chair. "One last
guestion,” | ventured. “Is there a Mafia
problem with hockey in Russia?’
Gushchin smirked. “This is just sensa-
tionalism, done on purpose to prove
America is better than wa ara.” ha said.
wagaging his finger. “lt's & deliberate
attarmpt in the Wasl o discradit Russia.
Enjoy your stay here. Good-bye.”
Gushchin's words paralleled a broad-
ar undercurrent of indignation palpable
across Russia these days. Russians
bristla at the suggestion that the down-
fall of the Communist regime proves the
moral superiority of the West, Criminal
syndicates have been guick to exploit
the vestiges of animosity and suspicion
left in the wake of the Cold War.
“They're tapping Into a huge resent-
ment against the Wesl" says Stephen
Handelman, author of Comrade Crim-
inal, an exiensive study of post-Com-
munist Russia. "They balieva that
McDonald's and sex films are destroy-
ing thair country. Malia leaders see this
as an assault against Russia.”
According to Handelman, when crimi-
nal groups move into an industry, they
distort the free market, “Organized
crima is interestad in monopoly powar,”
Handelman says. "Entry to the business
is blocked. You can't have a frae market

| if Mafia groups have a corner on the
| market, It's not a level playing field.”

Or hockey rink. The dramatic rise in

| Russia's criminal syndicates—and thelr
| potential influence over M.H.L. playars—

prompted the Senate Permanent
Subcommitiea on Investigations o hold
those hearings last May. Fearing for the
lives of his family back home, ona
Russian racketsar agreed to testify from
behind a screen,

The witness oullinad how the axtor-
tion rackets work in Russia, “There are
two things you must do to operala a
business successfully in Moscow,” he
sald, “First you must pay the right gov-
arnment officials under the table.”
Second, you must purchase a krisha, Iit-
erally a “roof"—protection. "The more
impartant you are, the higher the roof
must be," he continued. “In Moscow
organized crime provides the roof”

You can score twice with the same
puck if you go for a "full roof"—an autfit
that provides a complete range of "ser-

| vices." In lieu of exacting tribute, enter-

prising syndicates will forge joint ven-
tures with forelgn companies. In
exchange for a seat on the board of
directors or a share of joint stock, the
outfits will assure access to tha right offi-
clal contacts and provide protection
from other would-be predators.

But investors beware: The roof might



crash down. Stories abound of foraign
businessmen victimized by shady part-
nars. Once the racketeers are fully astab-
lished within, they simply take over and
lock you out—a momant known in Russian
criminal parlance as *feeding the pig.”

The Penguins themselves would be
loath to admit they had indulged a
swine's appatite. But one insider says
Tikhonov, Gushchin, and their shady
Ruesian partners got too greedy and, in
effect, blew the chance for assuring
their long-term viability. “Pigs get fat,
and hogs get slaughtered,” the insider
said. "They could have all been fat, rich
pigs. Instead, they kept taking and tak-
Ing until the joint venture blew up.”

While the ce Palace intrigue contin-
ued, last August witnessed the quiet
arrival in Moscow of Russia's greatest
and highest-paid N.H.L. superstars. They
nad returned to train for ten days at the
Sokalnike Arena, in preparation for a first-
aver World Cup of Hockey tournament.
The sight-nation competition was to offer
a preview of the 1998 Nagano Olympics,
when the N.H.L, will farmally take 2 break
in midseason to allow its players fo suil
up for their respective national teams.

All 25 players on Team Russia had
been groomed since early childhood on
far-flung frozen factory lots and rivers
across the former Soviet Union. They
had endured winters and even sum-

mars of merciless grind in order to
become cogs in the “Red Machine,” as
successive Soviet championship teams
came to be known in the course of the
19705 and 1980s.

Here were Russia's living legends,
many home for the first time in years:
Fetisov, Larionov, Mogilny, Burs, Fedarov.
All were vetarans of the Soviet League
and gold-medal Clympic teams. Since
1830 all had bolted for big contracts in
the N.H.L. And after Russia falled to
bring home an Olympic medal for the
first time ever in 1994, thay representad
the motherland's best shot at snatching
faded glory from the ash heap of hock-
ey history.

But with security high on the minds of
officials and players alike, the presence
of Team Russia In the secluded woods
of Sokolnike was known to only a hand-
ful of reporters, agents, and scouts,

Team Russia's captain, Viacheslav
Fetisov, joined me in a dark corner of the
dim clubhouse bar. He dismissed my
questions aboul security with a wave of
the hand. "If somebody would be ner-
vous about crime, they never come
back,” he said. "Maybe someona
promises something to somebody and
they go after him. If you don't promise,
you have no problem.”

At 38 Fetisov was entering his final
year in the sport. Back in 1989, when ha

first left C.5.K.A. to play for the New
Jersay Devils, Fetisov openly broke with
his longtime coach, Viktor Tikhonov,
calling him a *Communist dictator.”
Team Russia’s players lined up squarely
behind Fetisov in refusing to allow
Tikhonov to coach the World Cup teamn.

His blond hair now fringed with gray,
Fetisov looked tired. *I don't know how
come North American papers are say-
ing there's a big Mafia over here that
comas after the guys,” he said.

“Anything Can Happen in Russia”
Maybe because there is. Or if not a big
Mafla with a capital M, then thausands of
little mafias, each gorging on the car-
cass of the prostrate Soviet empire. The
onatime Soviet superpower has not just
splintered Into a dozen or so guasi-
republics, it has disintegrated into an
unfathomable menagerie of private and
semi-private liefdoms, which, in their
SUrM, remain as opaque even 1o insiders
as the Kremlin was to outside observers
In the darkest days of Stalinist rule,

"Anything can happen in Russia,”
groused Russian Hockey Federation
Prasidant Valentin Sych, as we walched
Team Russia's practice. "We have a say-
ing that you cannot understand Russia
using your mind."

It was a funny remark coming fram
Sych, whom many players accused of
handling hockey with an ineptitude
bafilting the stodgy bureaucrat he was.

And it was an especially ironic remark
given the fact that as this Issue went to
press, Sych was gunned down in a
gangland-style rubout while driving out-
side Moscow.

If sheer bungling accounts for a good
measure of Russian hockey's woes, chalk
up ancther part to low-life thugs. Criminal
elements altached themselves like leach-
as to the very first Soviet players who
bolted for lucrative contracts in the West,
Take the case of Alexander Mogilny, who
defected from the C.5.K.A. Red Army
team during a tournament in Swaden in
1988 to play for the Buffalo Sabres.

Five years later Mogilny was in a
Buffalo courthouse, accusing a onetime
associate of threatening to “shoct me in
the back, or stab me In the legs” if the
superstar did not fork over $150,000.
When | asked Mogilny about the
episode after practice last summer in
Moscow, he simply said, “| had no prob-
lern. The media made it a problerm.”

This pervasive state of denial makes
probing crime's links to Russian athletes
something of a labyrinthine task. “If you
were a Russian, you wouldn't talk about
it aither,” says former Winnipeg Jets
G.M. Mika Smith. "They know who thesa
guys are, they know they're dangerous”
Especially dangerous, Smith contends,
becausae of their training and connec-
tions to the netherworld of the former
Soviet state. "When they downsized the



K.G.B., a lot of colonals attached them-
salves to Mafia groups.”

Smith knows of what he speaks; he
oversaw Winnipeq efforts three years ago
to rescue a draft prospect from a criminal
band in Kiev. The player, Alex Alexeyey,
went into hiding after being roughed up
by a carload of thugs. "He was told he
might have a piano fall on his head,” says
Cennis McDanald, the former Jels official
who handled the Alexeyev affair,
McDaonald arranged Alexeyev's escape
from Ukraine and placed the budding
star on a junior farm club in Tacoma,

Last vear-Oleg Tverdovsky's mothar
was kidnapped and held for a $200,000
ransom by the player's former coach
Russlan authorities eventually freed her.

Buffalo Sabres defenseman Alexei
Zhitnik acknowledged he was largeled
for extortion whean he visited Kiev in
1992, Zhitnik figured he would only com-
pound his troublas by calling the polics,
50 he sought the assistance of “friends”
who operated a more powarful krisha.
“Tha cops can do nothing," Zhitnik told
reportars, “No rules, No laws.”

winning the World Cup had just been
dashed in a humiliating defeat at the
hands of Team LS. A. The dressing room
was quiet, but Larionov wasn't crying.

What really botharad him, he said,
was the wholesale larceny jeopardizing
the future of the game in Russia. A
maonth earlier he had driven 50 milas out
of Moscow to Voskresensk, the gray
town of smokestacks and high rises
where he grew up, and where 27 years
ago his older brother first took him to
meet the coach from Khimik—the state-
run chemical company that financed the
local hackey program.

It was a grim sort of nostalgia trip, but
Larionoy was richly rewarded alter the
youth team's practice, when he daliv-
ered 20 sets of equipment to a huddle of
jubilant faces. It was the first new stulf
they'd seen in years. And it was the only
way, Larionov said, to make surae it
would aver get there.

Larionov said his first three-year con-
tract with Vancouver had generated
$1.2 million in transfer fees, payable to
theé Russian Hockey Fedearation. "l

This past April the
president of the Russian Hockey
Federation was gunned
down in a gangland-style rubout.

If gangsters are bleeding Russian
hockey from one arm, the National
Hockey League seems to have lis teeth
firmly sunk Into the other. N.H.L. owners
farmed a cartel in 1993 to pay a flat $2.6
million a year in transfer fees for the right
to sign the Russian players.

"It was a great deal for the N.H.L., and a
terrible deal for everyone slse,” said an
N.H.L. player-personnel director, insisting
an anonymity, N.HLL. franchises can now
sign as many Russians as they want, even
send them down 1o single-A minors, all for
a meager $100,000 contribution per team,

“The N.H.L. bought and dismantled
Russian hockey,” says Lou Vairo, an
axecutive at US. A, Hockey, the govern-
ing board for every aspect of the spart
in the U.S. “Their hockey is devastated.”

Even the cut-rate transfer leas never
seam 1o get to whera they're supposed
to go—the youth programs in Moscow,
the Urals, and the far reaches of Siberia,
whara a boy's first pair of skates might
well be carved from wood for lack of
ronay, and whara Russian-style hockey
will survive ar perlsh,

I caught up with a despondent Igor
Larionov in Team Russia's locker room at
the Corel Arena in Ottawa. It was early
September 1996, and Russia's hopes for
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haven't seen any sign of it being spent
on young players," Larionov said. “In
seven years they never give me an
answer about where it went”

One official working with the Russian
Hockey Faderation has no doubt about
where Larionov's commissions—and
millians more earned from the transfer of
other Russian superstars—have gone.

“On the record, there's no criminal
activity—Russia's getting a bad rap,”
the official told me. “Off the record, it's
absolutely unavoidable” that MN.H.L.
maoney flows into criminal hands,

The N.H.L. refuses comment. "These
are topics we do not normally discuss,”
sald spokesman Andrew McGowan,
“It's confidential material, not something
the league would comment on.”

Outright axtortion may actually be a
thing of the past in Russia’s hockey
business, Criminal groups in Russia
have grown up; they have emerged as
sophisticated enterprises with bigger
fish to fry. Besides, underworld bosses
s8em to like the cachet of befriending
marguae-narmea athlates.

“What really attracts Mafia people now
s to get a bettar image lor themselves”
said the Moscow rep for a sporting-
goods manufacturer, “They want a legal

base far all their other activities. To ba the
sponsor of a club is to be respected. The
period of kiling for monay Is almost over”

Still, few playars seem willing to return
to Russla for extended visits. And one
hockey source who works and travels
throughout Russia insisted the danger
parsists. "Anyona who has manay is vul-
nerable to the Russian mob," he said.
“They're huge.”

As if to prove his point, Alexander
Osadchy came back to Russia and did
nat avan live to regrat it. Whan Osadchy
failed to make practice at the |lce Falace
for two days this past Novembaer,
C.5K.A. general manager Gushchin
and a police detective broke Inio the
defenseman’s apartment. Thay found
the bloated body of the 21-year-old
Ukrainian sprawled on his bed.

Thera wera no signs of foul play, and
the autopsy proved equally fruitiess: no
traces of drugs, nor any other indication
of how tha young star met his untimely
death. Osadchy had been drafted by
the San Jose Sharks. After struggling in
the MNorth American minor leagues for a
year, he decided to make a fresh start
back home with C.5.K.A,

But midseason found Csadehy in a
zinc coffin on a train hurtling across the
forlorn plains of southern Russia, bound
for hiz native village in Ukraine, Two
waaks later, when players and fans
observed a momeant of silence at the lce
Palace, question marks seemed to hang
like meat hooks from the rafters.
Quastions not only about Osadchy, but
about Vladimir Bogach and Faliks
Solovyov, and the horrific malady that
has come to afflict the Red Army and
Russian hockey in general.

Could Russian gangsters ever be in a
position to fix the Stanley Cup on this
side of the globe?

“It's an interesting question,” says
crime expert Handelman. "They'd have
to have criminal partners here in the
United States in order to do it. It's not
beyond the realm of possibilities.”

The Cold War's aftermath finds us
trapped in a real-life comic-strip world—
Riddlars, Jokers, and, yas, Panguins
abound, threatening to poison Gotham
City's water supply. Russian missiles
may no longer be targeted at our cities;
the hockey action might even be better
in Miarmi than in Moose Jaw, Saskatche-
wan. But nuclear smugglers are on the
loosa, hit squads arae breaking three-on-
one across the blue ling, and Batman is
nowhere to be found,

With Russian mobsters hooking up
with crime syndicates throughout North
Armarica, the chance for fraud in the pro-
fessional sports business remains a dis-
tinct possibility, As one law-anforcement
official puts it, "When it comes to what
Russian criminals are capable of doing,
the only limit is the imagination.”

Imagine that =g



