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The Ultimate Race for Hockey Immortality:
Who Has the Most Goals in NHL Career?

In the world of professional hockey, few statistics carry the weight and reverence
of career goals. To score a single goal in the National Hockey League is a
monumental achievement that only a select few athletes ever experience. To score
hundreds, and to climb the ranks of the all-time list, is to etch your name into the
very fabric of the sport. The question of who holds the most goals in NHL career
is not just a trivia answers; it is a story of generational talent, evolution of the game,
and unparalleled consistency. This article dives deep into the fascinating chase for
the ultimate goal-scoring record, exploring the legends who sit atop the
leaderboard and what made them so prolific.

Wayne Gretzky: The Unreachable Summit

When discussing the most goals in NHL career, the conversation begins and
unequivocally ends with Wayne Gretzky. Known simply as "The Great One,"
Gretzky holds the record with a staggering 894 career goals. What makes this
number even more mind-boggling is the fact that he also holds the record for
career assists (1,963), meaning he was as much a passer as he was a scorer. His
total of 2,857 career points is a record that many believe will never be broken.

Gretzky’s goal-scoring prowess was not built on sheer physical force or a blistering
slapshot, but on an almost supernatural hockey IQ. He knew where the puck would
be before it got there. He had an uncanny ability to find quiet space in the
offensive zone, making himself available for deflections and quick releases. His 894
goals came over 20 seasons, including a mind-blowing 92 goals in the 1981-82
season, a single-season record that still stands today. When people ask who has
the most goals in NHL career, the answer is always Wayne Gretzky, a number
that remains a sacred benchmark in hockey history.

The Anatomy of Gretzky's Scoring: More Than Just Numbers

To understand Gretzky's 894 goals, one must look beyond the final tally. He scored
73 game-winning goals in the playoffs alone. He had 50 goals in 39 games during
the 1981-82 season, a feat of pure dominance. While many modern players rely on
one-timers from the faceoff circle, Gretzky scored from everywhere. He was a
master of the wrap-around, the deflection, and the quick wrist shot from the slot.
His ability to "see" the ice allowed him to anticipate goaltender movements,
making him a constant threat every time he stepped over the boards.
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The 800 Club: Chasing a Mythical Number

For decades, scoring 800 goals in a career was considered an impossible dream.
Only three players in NHL history have surpassed this incredible milestone.
Following Gretzky, the conversation about the most goals in NHL career
includes two other titans of the sport.

Gordie Howe: Mr. Hockey's Enduring Legacy

Long before Gretzky broke every record, there was Gordie Howe. "Mr. Hockey" held
the record for the most goals in NHL career for years with 801 goals. What is
remarkable about Howe is the era in which he played. In the "Original Six" era, the
schedule was shorter, the equipment was heavier, and the goaltenders were
generally considered tougher. Howe relied on a combination of brute strength, a
powerful slapshot, and a legendary mean streak. He protected the puck with his
elbows and finished his checks with authority. His 801 goals stood as the
benchmark until Gretzky came along. Howe played until he was 52 years old in the
NHL and WHA, proving that longevity and toughness are key ingredients in the
race for the most goals in NHL career.

Jaromir Jagr: The European Powerhouse

The third member of the exclusive 800-goal club is Jaromir Jagr, who sits at 766
career goals (though often noted for his over 1,900 career points). While he
technically never reached 800 in the NHL, his longevity and power-forward style
made him a fixture in the discussion. However, it is important to note that Jagr is
often grouped in this elite tier because of his longevity and incredible point totals.
His unique style—using his massive lower body to protect the puck and cycle along
the boards—allowed him to score dirty goals in tight.

The Modern Contenders: Who Is Closing In?

As the NHL evolves into a faster, more skilled league, the question of who can
challenge for the most goals in NHL career has shifted. While it seems
impossible for anyone to catch Gretzky, a few active and recent players have made
significant runs at the top of the list.

Alex Ovechkin: The Great Eight and the Mathematical Race

Currently, the most active and compelling chase for the most goals in NHL
career is being conducted by Alex Ovechkin of the Washington Capitals. As of
the current NHL season, Ovechkin has passed Gordie Howe and is closing in on
Gretzky’s seemingly untouchable 894. Ovechkin is the greatest pure goal-scorer
the league has ever seen. He has revolutionized the "office" from the left faceoff
circle, using a devastating one-timer that has shattered goaltender confidence for
two decades.
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Ovechkin’s chase is unique because it is happening in the modern era of elite
goaltending, defensive systems, and advanced analytics. He has won the Maurice
"Rocket" Richard Trophy (awarded to the leading goal scorer) multiple times,
surpassing 50 goals in a season well into his 30s. If he stays healthy, the hockey
world will witness history when he potentially surpasses Gretzky to claim the most
goals in NHL career. This chase has revitalized interest in regular-season hockey
and made every Capitals game a must-watch event.

Brett Hull and Marcel Dionne: The Bridging Era

Before Ovechkin, the most feared scorer was "The Golden Brett," Brett Hull. Hull
finished his career with 741 goals. He possessed the quickest release in NHL
history, often scoring from impossible angles. Marcel Dionne, known for his speed
and creativity, finished with 731 goals. Both players represent a bridge between
the old-school power game of Howe and the modern speed of today. They currently
sit in the top five for the most goals in NHL career, a testament to their
offensive dominance.

The Evolution of Goal Scoring: Why Records
Are Hard to Break

To truly appreciate the most goals in NHL career, we must understand how the
game has changed. In the 1980s, scoring was high. Defenses were looser, and
goalies were smaller. Gretzky and Mario Lemieux (690 goals) thrived in this
environment. Lemieux, despite battling cancer and back injuries, scored at a rate
that matched Gretzky, but his lack of games played kept him from reaching 800.

Today, goalies are bigger, faster, and more technically sound. The trap defense
and neutral zone clogging make creating high-danger chances difficult. Ovechkin’s
ability to score 50 goals in this era is arguably more impressive than Gretzky’s 92
in the high-scoring 80s. This context is crucial when ranking players for the most
goals in NHL career. A goal in 2024 is harder to come by than a goal in 1984.

The Importance of Longevity and Health

A common theme among the top ten goal scorers in NHL history is longevity. To
have the most goals in NHL career, a player must play for nearly two decades
without catastrophic injury. Gordie Howe played into his 50s. Jaromir Jagr played in
the NHL until he was 45, and then continued in Europe. Even Gretzky played for 20
seasons.

Injuries are the silent killers of goal-scoring careers. Mario Lemieux and Mike Bossy
(658 goals) are the greatest "what ifs" in hockey history. Both retired earlier than
expected due to health issues. If they had played full, healthy careers, the list of
the most goals in NHL career might look very different. This highlights why
Ovechkin's durability is as important as his shooting ability.
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Breaking Down the Top 10 All-Time Goal
Scorers

To provide a comprehensive view of the most goals in NHL career, here is a look
at the top ten players who lit the lamp the most times.

e Wayne Gretzky - 894 Goals: The standard. The best.

¢ Alex Ovechkin - Currently second (surpassing Howe and climbing). The
active leader.

e Gordie Howe - 801 Goals: Mr. Hockey.

e Jaromir Jagr - 766 Goals: The perennially ageless wonder.

e Brett Hull - 741 Goals: The best wrist shot and release.

Marcel Dionne - 731 Goals: Consistent excellence.

Phil Esposito - 717 Goals: The first player to break 100 points and 50 goals

in a season.

Mike Gartner - 708 Goals: Speed and consistency over 19 seasons.

Mark Messier - 694 Goals: Leadership and power.

Mario Lemieux - 690 Goals: The most talented player to ever play, despite

fewer games.

The Modern Stars: Potential Future Leaders

While Ovechkin is the current crown prince of scoring, the next generation is
already making noise. Players like Sidney Crosby (over 590 goals) are chasing the
top 10. Auston Matthews of the Toronto Maple Leafs is redefining goal-scoring
efficiency. Matthews scored 60 goals in a season (2021-22) and 69 in 2023-24. If
he can maintain his health and scoring rate for another 15 years, he could
challenge the top five on the list of most goals in NHL career.

Connor McDavid is on a trajectory to challenge assist records and could
accumulate high goal totals as well. However, the volume required to reach 800 or
900 goals is staggering. For McDavid or Matthews to catch Ovechkin, they would
need to average 50 goals per season for the next 12 years. The math is daunting,
which is why Ovechkin's current chase is so special.

Why the Record Matters to Hockey Culture

The debate over who has the most goals in NHL career is more than a statistical
argument. It is a cultural touchstone for hockey fans. It separates eras. It defines
legacies. When a player scores a career goal, it is celebrated with a ceremony, a
banner, and a tribute from the team. When Ovechkin scores, the entire arena holds
its breath, knowing they might be witnessing a piece of history.

Goal scoring is the hardest skill in sports. The ability to read a play, get open,
receive a pass, and beat a professional goaltender is a microcosm of athletic
perfection. The players who sit atop the list of the most goals in NHL career are
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not just good players; they are architects of how the game is played. They inspire
young children to pick up a stick and shoot pucks in the driveway.

Conclusion: A Living Legend and an
Untouchable Giant

In conclusion, the pursuit of the most goals in NHL career is a journey through
the history of hockey. Wayne Gretzky's 894 goals stand as a monument to
offensive genius. However, the active chase by Alex Ovechkin has brought a new
energy to the record. Whether Ovechkin catches Gretzky or falls just short, his
pursuit has cemented his name among the immortals.

The record of the most goals in NHL career is not static. It is a living, breathing
part of the sport’s narrative. It challenges players to be great, it captivates fans,
and it defines eras. As the game continues to evolve, new stars will emerge with
faster shots and better training. But for now, the hockey world watches in awe as
Alex Ovechkin chases the ghost of Wayne Gretzky, proving once again that the
race for the most goals in NHL career is the most exciting story in sports.
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