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A PIONEER IN SEARCH OF FAME


What Herb Carnegie needed more than anything else during the prime years of his athletic life was a sponsor. He needed his own Branch Rickey. Rickey was the baseball visionary that, as general manager of the Brooklyn Dodgers, signed Negro League baseball star Jackie Robinson to a contract in October 1945. It was a business transaction done in an era of systemic racial oppression that changed the face of sports history. 

During the same years Robinson augmented a reputation as a four-sport star at UCLA, Carnegie—also a man of a darker hue—excelled on hockey rinks, often in Canadian mining towns, usually on the periphery of the spotlight.


Some who saw Carnegie perform in person—including Jean Beliveau and Frank Mahovlich, two of the greatest centers in hockey history—marveled at his multi-faceted skills and considered him among the finest players of his time. Unfortunately for Carnegie, he would never perform on his sport’s premier stage, the National Hockey League. And for that, the gatekeepers of the NHL must bear most of the blame—and Carnegie himself must bear at least some. 

An NHL hopeful in the 1930s, ‘40s and ‘50s, Carnegie predated the widespread media coverage now devoted to hockey. Hence, his contributions to the sport received inadequate exposure then and are a source of debate now. The issue of whether his credentials are worthy of induction into the Hockey Hall of Fame has become a political football, and Carnegie’s side is trailing by a considerable margin on the scoreboard.


“I wish somebody from the Hall of Fame would have the decency to phone me and sit down with me and say, ‘Herb, this is the problem. This is why it hasn’t happened,’” he said, struggling to mask the pain. An immensely proud man, he lives in Northern Toronto, less than one hour’s drive from the Hall of Fame, but perhaps light years away from hockey’s shrine philosophically.


Had his pursuit of an NHL career not been derailed by a league-wide policy of exclusion that may have been given public voice in 1938 by Conn Smythe, the powerful and influential owner of the Toronto Maple Leafs, Carnegie likely would have become the NHL’s first black player. The history-making ascension would have occurred more than a decade before Willie O’Ree broke the league’s color barrier in 1958. Carnegie’s debut in hockey’s major league also could have occurred during the 1948-49 season, or shortly thereafter, were it not for his own bold, but ultimately self-defeating, decision—a decision that may have done irreparable harm to his candidacy for the Hall of Fame.


Even today, as an octogenarian, Carnegie could use a sponsor. He would welcome the opportunity to face his detractors on the Hall of Fame’s selection committee, although he can no longer see them. Robbed of his sight a dozen years ago by glaucoma, he is cared for today by Audrey Carnegie, his wife of sixty-three years. But do not pity Herb Carnegie. Pity is the one thing he neither wants nor needs.


“I feel I’ve been blessed,” says Carnegie, who turned eighty-four on November 8, 2003. “It would be nice to be in the Hockey Hall of Fame, not only for myself but on behalf of my wife and my (four) children and all those who have helped me over the years. But it is something that is out of my hands. It has always been out of my hands. So I’ve never felt that I should not go on living my life just because I haven’t been accepted by the Hockey Hall of Fame.”


A helping hand from someone high above the ice, in a seat of power and influence, is what Carnegie truly needed to properly showcase his skills during his best years in hockey. But he chose to devote his life to a sport that at the time had no visionary. A Branch Rickey who defied the social and racial mores of his time and handed a baseball contract to a black man for the most sensible of reasons—it would make his team better—probably would have been drummed out of hockey. For hockey had no man with the courage to see past the darkness of racial discrimination and give all of the sport’s gifted players during most of the first half of the twentieth century an opportunity to perform in the NHL.


“Let’s face it, Herbie Carnegie was one helluva hockey player,” wrote one sportswriter who watched him many times. “He could have been a star in the six-team NHL were it not for the color bars that kept all black athletes out of all major sports at the time.”


Had it not been so important to the fathers of hockey for so long to keep the NHL white, Carnegie almost assuredly would have become the Jackie Robinson of his sport. While he starred in semi-pro leagues from his late teens to his late twenties, he did not get a call from the Toronto Maple Leafs, Montreal Canadiens, Detroit Red Wings, Chicago Blackhawks, Boston Bruins or New York Rangers.

Instead, Carnegie achieved a measure of popularity in lesser leagues while teaming with his older brother, Ossie, and Manny McIntyre to form a potent all-black line known from 1941 through 1949 by various nicknames, including The Black Aces. Herb wore No. 7, Ossie No. 10 and Manny No. 11.

Herb Carnegie, the center and conductor of the trio, stood at 5-foot-8 and weighed 165 pounds. “My thrill was in setting plays,” he said. “To me, the game is a beautiful thing when you can set up a winger. That’s an art.”

He was an unusually handsome man in his younger days, with bronze skin, thin-slit brown eyes, a pencil-thin mustache and black hair chemically straightened into the conk style made famous by bandleader Cab Calloway. His appearance might have served him well as a leading man or action hero in the “race” movies of the era, such as 1939’s The Bronze Buckaroo. 

Although Carnegie would be considered woefully undersized for his on-ice position today, smallish centers were not an unusual sight in 1940s hockey. However, smallish black centers were highly unusual. An all-black line was unprecedented. Ossie Carnegie, the right wing, possessed a crackling slapshot. McIntyre, the left wing, provided the muscle. If one of the trio was going to answer a racial slur from an opponent or spectator with his fists, it would likely be McIntyre.

And there was no shortage of racial slurs directed toward The Black Aces. Audrey Redmon Carnegie, the light-skinned daughter of transplanted Chicago natives, sat in the stands on many occasions and heard her husband Herb called “nigger” and sundry other words of hate by spectators seated nearby, people who did not realize she was black and married to the best player on the ice. She managed to hold her tongue while in the company of haters, because that is how blacks generally dealt with hate in that era.   


The Carnegie brothers had been a popular duo in the mines league (hockey teams playing in mining towns) beginning in 1941 with the Buffalo Ankerites, a team owned by a group of Buffalo-based businessmen, and whose games were played in Canada. Hockey players, even NHL players, made so little money in that era that the brothers also worked as machine operators for the Ankerite Company. For a hockey player, a second job was necessary. If a player made $100 a week from hockey then he was doing quite well. The Carnegie brothers’ financial status improved significantly when McIntyre joined the Ankerites. A native of Fredericton, New Brunswick, McIntyre correctly sensed the economic potential of an all-black line and successfully lobbied for his inclusion.   

“They were good enough as a line to play in the American League, which was a level below the NHL,” said Red Storey, a Hall of Fame referee who played against Herb Carnegie in junior hockey. “But Herbie was the leader. They couldn’t have gone anywhere without Herb. He was good enough to play in the NHL. It was strictly color, not talent, that kept him out.”

While the all-black line racked up points and inspired applause throughout the semi-pro circuit, it inspired an assortment of colorful sobriquets from the sporting press: The Dark Destroyers, The Ink Spots, The Brown Bombers (a reference to heavyweight boxing champion Joe Louis), The Dusky Speedsters. There was even one reference to the players’ varying skin tones: 8-Ball, Snowball and Haile Selassie (the former emperor of Ethiopia). But the name the trio liked best was The Black Aces. By any name, the all-black line made a profound impression on Mahovlich, a Hall of Fame forward who first saw them in 1942.

“The black line was so amazing because of their great skills—the skating, the passing, the goal scoring,” he said. “I was a centerman for many years. I might have envisioned myself going down the ice like Herb Carnegie. In my mind I said, ‘I guess if I ever become a hockey player, I’m going to be playing against a lot of blacks.’ However, that was the only time I ever saw three blacks on the same line.” 

Mahovlich would never see any of The Black Aces in an NHL game. Herb Carnegie, the most gifted of the trio and the finest black player of the pre-expansion era (before 1967), would never display his considerable skills as a puckhandler and playmaker in his sport’s premier league. And many who watched him perform under dimmer lights and before lesser crowds in other venues believe hockey fans themselves were cheated for having missed him. 

Said one fan of Canada’s pastime: “I saw a lot of hockey when I was in Quebec in the old mines league. The Carnegie brothers, Ossie and Herbie, were there. They could have played in the NHL but they [the NHL] wouldn’t let them in because they were colored, which was awful.”

In September 1948, however, the NHL pried open a door just wide enough to acknowledge Herb Carnegie. But instead of doing his utmost to kick the door down, he unwittingly closed it on himself.
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