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The Athletic / John Tortorella wants Blue Jackets to open up on offense with 
new look at center 
By Aaron Portzline – October 15, 2020  
 

COLUMBUS, Ohio — Two weeks ago, while tooling around his central Ohio farm, Blue Jackets coach John 
Tortorella started visualizing his forward lines for next season, the way he’d align the group to find an 
offensive spark. 

“I had (Alexandre Texier) in the middle a couple of weeks ago,” Tortorella told The Athletic. “And now I 
have Tex on the wing because I think we have solidified the middle of our ice. I still think Tex may be a 
center, eventually, but right now we can afford to keep playing him on the wing.” 

A portion of the Blue Jackets fan base may be underwhelmed (angry?) with general manager Jarmo 
Kekäläinen’s offseason moves to this point, but Tortorella — who builds the club’s system and sends 
forward lines over the boards during games — believes three lineup changes will make a significant 
difference. 

Columbus acquired center Max Domi from Montreal to give them a one-two punch offensively in the 
top six with Pierre-Luc Dubois. The Blue Jackets signed Mikko Koivu via free agency to center the third 
line, allowing Boone Jenner to slide back to left wing. 

For the first time in three seasons, Tortorella expects the Blue Jackets’ play at center ice to be a 
strength, not a weakness. 

That, coupled with a confidence in goaltenders Joonas Korpisalo and Elvis Merzlikins given the way they 
played last season, has Tortorella declaring a new offensive approach for the team whenever the 2020-
21 seasons starts. 

It doesn’t sound quite like the Blue Jackets are going back to the “safe is death” mentality, like when 
Artemi Panarin led the way at a point-a-game pace. But they won’t be the conservative club Tortorella 
thought they had to be in 2019-20. 

“Our team … we’ve worked so hard to score a goal,” Tortorella said. “We do, and we’ve known that. This 
group has been willing to put in the work we needed to score a goal. We’re one of the top teams in the 
league as far as forechecking, creating scoring chances. I’m not going to make any crazy predictions 
here, but … 

“This is the next step for this team, and I think having Domi there in our top six and on the power play 
can really help us. We believe in our goalies now. We’ve got four top defensemen. We know how to play 
defense, with our forwards and defensemen. Now we have to open ourselves up more and try to make 
something more happen offensively, and we can do that.” 

Kekäläinen may not be finished tweaking the roster, of course. There are still free agents available who 
could help, and there are several teams across the NHL believed to be facing financial restraints such 
that they’ll be forced to unload good players on the cheap. 

But if the Blue Jackets do nothing else, Tortorella said, they’ll still be a more dangerous club offensively. 
They finished 27th in the NHL in goals scored per game (2.57), a precipitous drop from their 12th-place 
finish (3.12) in 2018-19. 

https://theathletic.com/2135372/2020/10/14/john-tortorella-wants-blue-jackets-to-open-up-on-offense-with-new-look-at-center/
https://theathletic.com/2135372/2020/10/14/john-tortorella-wants-blue-jackets-to-open-up-on-offense-with-new-look-at-center/
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So how does Tortorella see his forwards aligning? We’ll remind you that forward lines get stale quicker 
than fast-food french fries, so enjoy these while they’re hot. 

Tortorella intends on playing Texier with Dubois and Oliver Bjorkstrand on the No. 1 line, he said, which 
means Domi likely will be centering Gustav Nyquist or Nick Foligno at left wing and Cam Atkinson on the 
right. 

The third line would have Koivu in the middle of a line with Boone Jenner and Nyquist or Foligno on the 
wings. 

“We feel good about ourselves with hard forechecking and grinding away, finding a way to score goals,” 
Tortorella said. “That’s a big part of who we are, and so we don’t want to lose that. But now with Domi 
in the mix, and with Luc and some of our offensively gifted players, we want to make plays with the puck 
and bang! It’s in the net. 

“Goals like that help your confidence on that end of the ice. I want to see us loosen up offensively in our 
minds, that’s the most important thing. We have to stay with our foundation, but open ourselves up 
mentally, too, especially with the puck.” 

Tortorella has been thrilled by his initial conversations with Domi, he said. In addition to a big five-on-
five role, Domi is expected to have a prominent role on the power play, where he has totaled 5-17-22 
the past two seasons in Montreal. 

But Domi, a feisty, combative player, should also be an energy source for the Blue Jackets. He led the 
Canadiens with 80 penalty minutes in 2018-19 but dialed it way back last season with only 35 PIMs. 

Columbus had a seven-year, $35 million offer on the table for free agent and longtime Blue Jacket Josh 
Anderson but couldn’t go any further into the offseason with the uncertainty regarding his future. Domi 
is one of the few top-six centers believed to be available, so Kekäläinen had to act quickly. 

One day after the Jackets acquired Domi, they signed him to a two-year, $10.6 million contract. 

“I love his personality,” Tortorella said. “He shows his personality on the ice. … I just want to make sure 
we refine that without getting in his way with his personality because there’s a discipline that comes 
with it also. 

“I’m excited to work with him. In my talks with him, he’s very enthusiastic. I’ve talked to some players 
who know him, and they’re really excited about the addition. He can drive some offense from the 
middle of the ice. He’s going to help our power play. We’ve added some offense here, and I hope it 
transforms and frees us up in that part of the game.” 

Blue Jackets head coach John Tortorella speaks to his players during their August playoff series against 
the Lightning. (Dan Hamilton / USA Today) 

The Koivu signing likely won’t stoke the offense much — although Jenner’s move to the wing will help — 
but Tortorella was over the moon regarding his addition. (So is Blue Jackets captain Nick Foligno, who 
knows Koivu a bit through his brother, Wild forward Marcus Foligno.) 

Tortorella said he has been watching Koivu from the opposing bench for years, and he explains it with a 
bit of reverence. 
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“I had never spoken to him until the other day, but I’ve watched him,” Tortorella said. “To me, that’s the 
epitome …. You know how much I talk to you about what it means to be a pro in this league? He’s the 
epitome of how you carry yourself as a pro. 

“He wouldn’t say shit with a mouthful on the ice. He just lines up and plays against you as stiff and as 
hard against you as he can each and every shift. I have nothing but respect for how he handles himself. 
Frankly, I’ve marveled at it. He’s been a great player in this league for a long time, but there’s a humility 
to his game in the way he works and competes. 

“This is what I told him in our conversation: ‘You play this game just like we have our team playing right 
now.’ It’s such great timing, and I’m really excited about it. It’s a level of leadership that adds to our 
guys, just a crusty old pro who understands the intangibles of what it takes to win in this league.” 

Let’s be realistic, though. Only eight players in the NHL last season were older than Koivu, who will turn 
38 in March. His 2018-19 season was interrupted by knee surgery, and last season in Minnesota was a 
struggle. 

He had 4-17-21 in 55 games, matching his lowest output since he was a rookie in 2005-06. Wild GM Bill 
Guerin made the difficult decision to let Koivu walk this offseason after a decade as the club’s captain. 

If 32 years old is the new 36 in the NHL, what do you make of a 37-year-old? 

“I know that Mikko has some inner motivation here as he gets ready for next season,” Tortorella said. 
“He has some doubters. He was just kinda let go (by Minnesota). It’s amazing what that kind of 
motivation can do. He has a chip on his shoulder. He wants to show people that he can still play.” 

Tortorella had parting words for the four players who left the organization over the last week: Anderson, 
Ryan Murray, Markus Nutivaara and Alexander Wennberg. 

On Anderson …  
“Josh loved it here, and the guys loved him, too. There was a nice thing going on with him. This happens 
with all teams. But losing him … I’m not going to say it’s going to bury this hockey team. I’m not going to 
say that. You know how I feel about Josh. I wish that kid nothing but the best. He can be one hell of a 
hockey player.” 

On Murray …  
“Murr is one hell of a player. We were a different team with him in the lineup. He gets us out of our end 
zone. He sees the ice so well. We haven’t seen eye-to-eye in some situations. Like with most of the 
players, we go through that. But Murr was very candid with me when we talked after the trade, and he’s 
another guy I really root for to go on and do great things. If he can stay healthy, he’s going to help a 
team. There are no grudges here.” 

On Nutivaara …  
“I think a change of scenery for Nuti is very important. He’s another one that fell down that injury road 
… he had so many problems going on. A change of scenery is going to help him get back to that player 
that defended really well with body position and stick, and he can make a good outlet play. I want him 
to take this opportunity he’s going to get. This is the National Hockey League. You’re not there forever, 
so get about your business.” 

On Wennberg … 
“Wenny and I have been upside down, backward and forward and over the hill with all the things we’ve 
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gone through. But I still think that he is just a tremendous kid. He’s handled a lot of things with me. He’s 
gone through a lot with me, but he’s stood in there as a pro. I do think a change of scenery will help him, 
I readily admit that. I tried so many different things and I am part of the inconsistency with his play. 
That’s part of the coach’s responsibility, too. I thought he played much better in the playoffs, in the 
bubble. I hope he keeps on growing from there, I really do. I wish him nothing but the best. I hope he 
doesn’t hurt us, but I want to see him get back to the play that he had when he first started with us.” 
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Columbus Dispatch / Blue Jackets have comparisons for new contracts with 
Pierre-Luc Dubois, Vladislav Gavrikov 
Re-signing their top two RFAs could take a combined $9 million or more to finalize. 
By Brian Hedger - October 16, 2020 
 

A week after NHL free agency opened, the Blue Jackets’ situation hasn’t changed much.  

Only one player has joined the NHL roster via the open market, 37-year-old center Mikko Koivu on a 
one-year contract for $1.5 million. And the top two restricted free agents – center Pierre-Luc Dubois and 
defenseman Vladislav Gavrikov – remain unsigned.  

The result is a payroll that is roughly $12.5 million under the league’s $81.5 million salary cap plus a 
sizable dose of cost uncertainty for general manager Jarmo Kekalainen – who’d have a better idea of 
what he could spend in the unrestricted market by reaching deals with Dubois and Gavrikov.  

“I say the same thing about every restricted free agent, especially the ones that have no arbitration 
rights, which is both of those guys – and Gavrikov is not even eligible for an offer sheet,” Kekalainen 
said. “It’ll get done. It’ll get done at the right time and we’re working towards it. I’m not worried about 
that at all.”  

An offer sheet for Dubois from another team could make Kekalainen's blood pressure rise a little, but 
the Jackets’ GM will worry about that only if it happens. Meanwhile, he still has two unsigned RFAs to 
sign, and their combined cap hits may determine whether Kekalainen signs anybody else.  

In order to get a ballpark range of what their next contracts might cost, here are comparable situations 
from the past.  

Comparable to Dubois 
The Blue Jackets’ top center is built like a tank (6 feet 3, 218 pounds) and skates like a sports car. He also 
hasn’t missed a single NHL game and has produced 158 points (65 goals, 93 assists) in 234 games while 
on his entry-level contract.  

The comps: Brayden Point, Dylan Larkin and Nick Schmaltz.  

The closest matches are Point and Larkin, who each topped 200 games in their first three NHL seasons. 
Schmaltz played 179 games and missed a large amount of time with a knee injury.  

Point had 198 points in 229 games in his first three seasons with the Tampa Bay Lightning and re-signed 
in September 2019 at age 23 on a three-year contract worth $20.25 million ($6.75 million cap hit). Larkin 
put up 140 points in 242 games for Detroit before re-signing in August 2018 at age 21, agreeing to a five-
year deal worth $30.5 million ($6.1 million cap hit).  

Schmaltz agreed to a seven-year pact worth $40.95 million in March 2019, at age 22, and takes up $5.85 
million a year against the cap.  

What the numbers say: Each of the comparison players signed his first RFA deal in the past couple of 
years, which means Dubois’ could land in the same range. Term will factor into it, too. At this point, a 
three-year contract around $6.5 million a year feels like a reasonable guess on term and cap hit, which 
would be closest to Point’s deal. That would make Dubois an RFA again, with arbitration rights, after it 
expired.  

https://www.dispatch.com/story/sports/nhl/columbus-blue-jackets/2020/10/16/blue-jackets-have-comparisons-contracts-dubois-and-gavrikov/3663071001/
https://www.dispatch.com/story/sports/nhl/columbus-blue-jackets/2020/10/16/blue-jackets-have-comparisons-contracts-dubois-and-gavrikov/3663071001/
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Comparable to Gavrikov 
This one’s a little easier, as Gavrikov has played only one NHL season and doesn’t have much leverage. 
The 6-3, 213-pound defenseman had an impressive rookie year in 2019-20, with five goals and 18 points 
in 69 games, and earned a role on the second defensive pairing alongside David Savard.  

The comps: Esa Lindell, Ryan Pulock and Mark Pysyk.  

These three put up similar numbers to Gavrikov's going into their first RFA deals and were not eligible 
for arbitration.   

Lindell notched 18 points in 77 games for the Dallas Stars prior to signing a two-year contract worth $4.4 
million in 2017 at age 23 ($2.2 million cap charge). Pulock had 36 points in 84 games for the New York 
Islanders before agreeing to a two-year deal worth $4 million in 2018 at age 23 ($2 million cap charge).   

Pysyk was also 23 when he signed a two-year contract worth $2.25 million ($1.125 million cap charge) in 
2015 with the Buffalo Sabres after recording 15 points in 70 games.  

What the numbers say: Lindell and Pulock signed their first RFA contracts more recently and are 
probably the closest match. A new contract for Gavrikov in the range of $2 million to $2.5 million on a 
two-year term wouldn’t be a surprise. 
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The Athletic / LeBrun: No-trade and no-move clauses a key battle in NHL free 
agency 
By Pierre LeBrun – October 15, 2020 
 

Far be it for me to suggest the Vegas Golden Knights shouldn’t have gone after Alex Pietrangelo in free 
agency. 

It was a no-brainer to do so. 

Game-changers of his ilk on defense so rarely come on the market. Like, almost never. We haven’t had a 
defenseman of his level hit free agency and change clubs since Ryan Suter in 2012. 

No question Vegas is elevated now with the addition of one of the best blueliners in the world. 

But it certainly came at a cost. 

Nate Schmidt was a very popular fixture in that Golden Knights dressing room. He’s a guy that often 
organized team dinners.  He was a total glue guy. The fact he was a cap casualty of the Pietrangelo 
signing won’t sit well with some Golden Knights players. But I do think those same players will get over it 
eventually because once they get to know Pietrangelo, they’ll know what he’s about. 

The harder lesson here is about the contract Schmidt carries with him to Vancouver. When he signed his 
six-year, $35.7 million extension in October 2018, my understanding is that part of why he took a bit less 
was the advantageous tax situation in Nevada, which the Golden Knights cited in negotiations. So 
making $5.95 million a year in Vegas was like making $7 million a year in some other NHL markets, 
depending on income tax rates. 

There were apparently also assurances made about not needing a full no-trade clause because they 
would never intend to move him. Which honestly was probably true at the time. 

I’m sure Schmidt now wishes he had a full no-trade clause and not a modified, 10-team clause. 

“Nate chose trust and loyalty and what was said back then clearly is not what happened now,” his agent 
Matt Keator told me on Wednesday. “But that being said, that was his choice at the time and he’s 
excited now about Vancouver. He’s going to a great market and team.” 

Schmidt will love Vancouver in no time. I’m convinced he’s relieved that he landed with an up-and-
coming contender. He’s going to rock with that team and it’s all going to be good. 

But there’s a cautionary tale here about signing contracts and the perceived factors influencing a 
player’s decision at that time. Circumstances change. Unless you’ve got a full no-trade or no-movement 
clause, there are no guarantees no matter what anybody says at the time. I would always assume as a 
player that whatever contract I sign could be transportable to any of the league’s markets. That’s just 
reality. 

It’s the same reason I don’t blame Steven Stamkos one bit if he intends to play out his entire contract in 
Tampa Bay. He re-signed in Tampa in late June 2016 and took less to stay put after hearing 
presentations during the UFA speaking period from Buffalo, Toronto, San Jose and Montreal. I think he 
would have earned around $11 million a year with the Sabres and Leafs. He re-signed with the Bolts for 
$8.5 million a year. 

Now again, the Florida income tax situation is appealing. But he still took less to stay put. 

https://theathletic.com/2138271/2020/10/14/lebrun-no-trade-and-no-move-clauses-a-key-battle-in-nhl-free-agency/
https://theathletic.com/2138271/2020/10/14/lebrun-no-trade-and-no-move-clauses-a-key-battle-in-nhl-free-agency/
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My understanding is that the cap-challenged Lightning did talk to him and his camp a few weeks ago 
about whether he’d consider a move. And I get it from the organization’s point of view, they are up 
against it with the cap, the unforeseen events of a global pandemic on the NHL finances are nobody’s 
fault, and to be blunt, they just won a Cup essentially without him. 

But Stamkos has 100 percent no-move power in his deal, which has four more years at a $8.5 million cap 
hit. He decides what happens. And my sense is that he’s decided he’s staying put until further notice. 
And that’s his right, especially given that he took less to stay in Tampa. That $8.5 million AAV wasn’t 
meant to travel to other markets. 

I mention all this because the battleground of no-trade clauses has never been more fierce than it is 
now. 

If I’m a team, I never ever want to give a 100 percent full no-trade, no-move clause — I just don’t. I 
never would if I could avoid it. It severely limits your ability to have roster flexibility as the years go on, 
especially now with the unpredictability of where the NHL financial landscape is headed. 

If I’m an upper-echelon player, I don’t sign a contract without it. Ever. I want control of my future. 
Stamkos has it. Schmidt didn’t. 

Which brings us back to Pietrangelo. The full no-move was huge for him. It became a sticking point in 
the Blues negotiations. 

St. Louis GM Doug Armstrong tried to bend a little on it but made it clear in a media call last Friday night 
after signing Torey Krug that he was not prepared to give Pietrangelo the 100 percent, full no-move 
clause. 

“It’s just my belief that when you give someone a no-movement clause, they basically have more power 
in your organization than the owner does,” Armstrong said. “I don’t really understand the logic of that. I 
know guys don’t want to move around or go on waivers, but just the thought of a player having more 
power than the owner, it doesn’t make sense to me. 

“But with Alex, there was a no-movement clause that we included there, and it was partial. It was for 
certain years. It was to protect him at the end of his contract — plus a signing bonus that we talked to 
Alex about, too. I treated him differently than we treat anybody else. We don’t believe in doing certain 
things, and it takes a special person to get those things, and Alex was the special person.” 

Three days later, Pietrangelo had a full, 100 percent no-move clause included in the entirety of his deal 
with Vegas. All seven years, from start to finish. 

Krug, meanwhile, has a full no-trade (but not no-move) in the first five years of his Blues deal but then it 
drops to a modified no-trade (15-team no list) in the last two years of the contract. 

So in the end, Armstrong got his way, and Pietrangelo got his way — just not with each other. 

Ditto on the Jacob Markstrom front, of course. The Vancouver Canucks were never going to give 
Markstrom a full no-move and risk exposing Thatcher Demko in the Seattle expansion draft because of 
it. But the star UFA netminder found his 100 percent, full no-move clause in Calgary. 

The economic pressure on the NHL landscape the next few years will further exacerbate what was 
already a key battleground. Keep track of full no-move and no-trade clauses, everyone, they’ve never 
been a bigger deal on both sides of the table. 
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The Athletic / Execs Unfiltered: Thoughts on Hall, trades and every NHL team’s 
offseason so far 
By Craig Custance – October 15, 2020 
 

The biggest names in free agency have found their homes. A few interesting trades have been made. 
And there’s definitely plenty more to come in the NHL offseason if you believe those out there trying to 
make deals. 

“There haven’t been any shockwaves yet,” said one Eastern Conference executive. “Let’s reserve 
judgment.” 

Reserve judgment? Us? Never. 

There have already been fascinating moves made, so we hit the phones to get some thoughts from 
executives around the league on who is doing well and who isn’t. At least, so far. 

Let’s dive in: 

Anaheim Ducks 
Anaheim GM Bob Murray wasn’t particularly active on the trade market or free agency but the 
organization definitely got better. By all accounts, it was a great draft for the Ducks who landed Jamie 
Drysdale, a player some considered the draft’s best defenseman. They also landed Kevin Shattenkirk in 
free agency after the veteran defenseman re-established his value while helping the Tampa Bay 
Lightning win a Stanley Cup. That they got him for under $4 million per season makes this a very 
reasonable move for the Ducks, although one executive wondered how much of an impact it will 
ultimately make. 

“Good for Shattenkirk for doing what he did,” he said. “He took a chance, went to Tampa on the cheap 
and gets the reward, now the chance to go somewhere else. I think Anaheim is a ways away from being 
good. I don’t know that that moves the needle one way or another.” 

Arizona Coyotes 
The Coyotes’ offseason sure seemed like it was going to much more eventful than it’s turned out to be 
so far. Oliver Ekman-Larsson was supposed to be traded. So was goalie Darcy Kuemper. But new GM Bill 
Armstrong hasn’t rushed to any major decision. Yet. 

“They’re a strange one,” said an exec. “Billy Armstrong has to figure it out and he needs time. But what 
are they? Are they a contender that’s a cap team that beat Nashville and ran out of gas? Or are they 
heavily reliant on a goalie and they have to blow things up and get prospects and draft picks? I don’t 
know what they are.” 

Boston Bruins 
Craig Smith was a smart signing. It’s a reasonable price to pay to add depth up front. But it’s also been a 
bit underwhelming for a franchise expected to take one last big swing at chasing a Stanley Cup. We’re 
going to assume they’re not done and one exec agreed. 

“(Mike) Hoffman is still out there. Evgenii Dadonov is still out there,” said an executive. 

“They struck out on (Torey) Krug, (Alex) Pietrangelo and (T.J.) Brodie,” said another executive. “Their left 
side on the back end is ugly. What if Chara doesn’t go back? Ooof. I did like Craig Smith. He’ll flourish 
there.” 

https://theathletic.com/2136381/2020/10/14/execs-unfiltered-thoughts-on-hall-trades-and-every-nhl-teams-offseason-so-far/
https://theathletic.com/2136381/2020/10/14/execs-unfiltered-thoughts-on-hall-trades-and-every-nhl-teams-offseason-so-far/
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Buffalo Sabres 
The Sabres pulled off the most surprising move of free agency in signing Taylor Hall to a one-year deal 
worth $8 million. And while execs certainly liked the move for the Sabres, there was a healthy dose of 
skepticism as to what drove Hall to make the decision. 

“I was very surprised,” said an Eastern Conference exec. “He told everybody that his priority is winning 
and he wants to go somewhere he can win. He was asking teams questions like, ‘How quickly can you 
win?’ If he went to Colorado or Boston or Dallas or somebody like that for one year, I get it. A team 
that’s still rebuilding? I don’t get it unless it’s about money.” 

A Western Conference exec echoed those thoughts: “Everything we heard is he was going to go 
somewhere to win for a year and then sign big money afterward. I can’t say he can’t win in Buffalo but 
it’s not like him signing in Colorado. I would imagine (the Sabres) were the highest bidder at one year, $8 
million. It’s not to say they couldn’t have a decent team, they could.” 

In terms of what Buffalo is getting, the one year contract mitigates a lot of risk for the Sabres, who now 
get an opportunity to do a full evaluation of Hall moving forward. 

“Look, he’s been an unreal player in his career and was full value for winning MVP,” said another exec. 
“It’s also fair to say he had a pretty significant injury a couple years ago and his play has fallen off since 
then. Your evaluation on him is based on how much you can think he can bounce back to the level he 
was before. If he can get anything close to that, he’s a superstar.” 

The trade for Eric Staal was universally praised. There’s no question the Sabres upgraded their roster, 
the question is going to be whether or not the results will be dramatic enough to please the most 
important people, like say, Jack Eichel. 

“I liked some of their moves, I don’t know what they’re thinking defensively,” said another executive. “I 
like the Staal trade a lot. Hall for a year is low-risk. They’re in a tough position. It’s not an easy job to go 
into a situation where you have a star player (in Jack Eichel) antsy to win and a team that’s not all that 
close to winning and trying to navigate that. It’s not easy. Those are two specific moves that help.” 

Calgary Flames 
The consensus on the Flames seemed to be that rival executives liked the players brought in but not the 
term. Jacob Markstrom got a six-year deal, always dangerous territory for a goalie. Defenseman Chris 
Tanev was signed to a four-year deal with a $4.5 million AAV. 

“The Markstrom deal is rich but they needed to do something,” said a Western Conference exec. 

Another executive raised the issue of how Markstrom would play without the coaching support he had 
in Vancouver in coach Travis Green and goalie coach Ian Clark. “I think it’s pretty short-sighted for a guy 
like that who struggled until he was essentially 29 to just say, ‘I’m good. I’m going to go to Calgary’ 
where the pressure is on and the whole support system is out the window.” 

As for Tanev, an executive liked the signing but felt it came with risk down the road. 

“I like Tanev. For a long time, he’s been one of the best defensive defensemen in the league. He’s taken 
a step back but he’s still a high-end defender and penalty killer,” he said. “That contract is fine for a year 
or two but will look bad after that. And Markstrom will make them better.” 

Carolina Hurricanes 
For a team that had been connected to names like Henrik Lundqvist and Marc-Andre Fleury in goal and 
perhaps something even bigger elsewhere, it’s been fairly quiet. But quiet in free agency isn’t 
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necessarily a bad thing and the love for Jesper Fast was pretty consistent from rival execs. The former 
New York Ranger signed a three-year deal worth $2 million per season. 

“Jesper Fast was a smart add for Carolina,” said one exec. “He does all the little things well. He’s the kind 
of guy coaches love. This is a guy who might have got $4 million (per season) in another year. To get that 
player in there for $2 million, that’s awesome. We would have been all over that if we had the space.” 

Chicago Blackhawks 
The Blackhawks moved on from two key members of championship teams in Corey Crawford and 
Brandon Saad. It’s certainly been a transitional offseason so far for the Blackhawks and while it might 
not have been loved by the veteran core, it got passing marks from execs. 

“I know a lot of people don’t like (Nikita) Zadorov. I like him. He has a dynamic that is hard to find, which 
is grit, size and decent mobility,” said one. “The guy is mean. He’s downright mean.” 

Said another: “(Lucas) Wallmark for 975K? I think he’s a good player. Worst-case, he’s your fourth-line 
center. He wins faceoffs and kills penalties. They got (Mattias) Janmark, those are two good signings. 
They make their team deeper. Now they have to figure out their goalie.” 

This executive gave them the edge in the Saad trade, although he downplayed the impact: “I don’t know 
who that deal really helped. I’m not a Saad fan. I’m not that big a Zadorov fan. It got the Saad money off 
the books. Zadorov is physical. I think Chicago won the deal but I know Colorado didn’t need Zadorov.” 

Colorado Avalanche 
Getting Devon Toews for a pair of second-rounders was a nice piece of business by GM Joe Sakic. 
Chances are, those picks aren’t landing a player as useful as the 26-year-old defenseman. And Brandon 
Saad has championship pedigree. But this was a team that was rumored to be a part of some big moves, 
from upgrading their goaltending to landing Taylor Hall so there is a feeling out there that they might 
not be done yet. 

“I liked what they did. Saad is a good secondary scorer. Nichushkin has been good for them. And now 
Toews,” said a Western Conference executive. “I sense Colorado is a team that is still going to do 
something else. Is it (signing Mike) Hoffman? Trade for a goalie? Or something else? They have the cap 
room to do it. I’ve liked the way Joe (Sakic) and (assistant GM) Chris MacFarland have operated the last 
three or four years. It has been impressive. I’ve liked what they’ve done.” 

There is some question about how impactful Saad is going to be at this point in his career, despite the 
praise for the Avs’ offseason. 

“I’m not sure how much he has left,” said an exec. 

Said another: “I like what Colorado did to get Saad. For that team, it’s a good add. If you’re picking him 
up to be a real impact player, probably not. But to be the second tier player, I think he’s a really good 
one.” 

Columbus Blue Jackets 
In a league where it can be really challenging to add depth down the middle and also to clear salary cap 
space, execs appreciated the work turned in by GM Jarmo Kekalainen. 

“Jarmo did a hell of a job,” said one. “Now you have Pierre-Luc Dubois, Max Domi and Mikko Koivu. 
Koivu is going to be great for them. I thought Columbus killed it. Domi has got to play the middle but 
even if he doesn’t, you can put Boone Jenner there. And I like that (contract) number for Domi. It was a 
good number.” 
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The one surprise is that, as of right now, the Blue Jackets haven’t traded one of their goalies in Elvis 
Merzlikins and Joonas Korpisalo. That remains a possibility. 

“I’m surprised they haven’t moved one of the goalies,” said an exec. “They’re both young guys who are 
both on great contracts and both talented.” 

Dallas Stars 
There’s been a lot of external speculation that the Dallas Stars will have to slash money off the payroll 
but so far the Stars have only been spending. The Stars anted up to get Anton Khudobin signed and got 
Radek Faksa on a long-term deal for a very reasonable $3.25 million per season. The Khudobin signing 
might have been longer than people wanted but there’s no denying the fit in Dallas. 

“He’s a good fit,” said an exec. “You sit there and would you rather that deal be two years? Yeah. But it 
had to be three years to get it done and he deserved it.” 

It didn’t make headlines but another executive highlighted the signing of defenseman Mark Pysyk for 
one year at $750,000. 

“Pysyk for 750? Pysyk isn’t an All-Star but 750? That’s unbelievable,” he said. 

Detroit Red Wings 
The work turned in by GM Steve Yzerman and his staff was praised across the board. 

“I like Detroit’s signings but they’re not going to amount to Detroit winning the Stanley Cup,” said one. “I 
think those guys are good value for those price tags.” 

Yzerman spent some time in the bargain bin and turned up very reasonable deals for Bobby Ryan, 
Vladislav Namestnikov and Troy Stecher. He paid a bit of a premium in a competitive goalie market for 
Thomas Greiss (two years at $3.6 million per) but the Red Wings should be much more competitive 
because of it. 

“To be honest, the Red Wings have done a good job,” said another executive. “They’ll be somewhat 
competitive. They brought in character and leadership. Stevie Y does a great job.” 

“Detroit had a good offseason,” said a Western Conference exec. “Namestnikov for $2 million. Bobby 
Ryan for $1 million. It fits exactly what they’re doing. They’re not going long term with anybody. They’ve 
got some good, cheap players who will improve their team right away. They’ve got a couple more D. 
They got more assets for the deadline. They’re movable contracts.” 

Multiple execs brought up the character element. All the players signed seem to be oozing in character. 

“Stevie is very deliberate who he puts around his team,” said one. “If a player is not a culture guy or 
does not serve a specific purpose, they get shipped out pretty quick. I like Namestnikov. Bobby Ryan is 
fine. I like Stecher. I like Greiss. Those guys are pretty good.” 

Edmonton Oilers 
With a limited amount of cap space, Oilers GM Ken Holland addressed a couple of needs, starting with 
the addition of Tyson Barrie on a one-year deal worth just $3.75 million, one of the best value contracts 
done in free agency. 

“He’s going to be running their power play,” said one exec. “Barrie is going to take that over. And Barrie 
is going to get all the offensive minutes. I don’t think he’s as bad defensively as people make him out to 
be either.” 
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That said, there was some push back on the Barrie signing from another executive. And the Mike Smith 
signing, who the Oilers chose after considering Ryan Miller in the same price range, didn’t move the 
needle too much. 

“I’m not a Barrie guy. The Oilers sort of needed to do what Toronto did, which was to get stability on the 
back end and they didn’t,” said the executive. “And Mike Smith is Mike Smith. It just goes to show you, 
when you have two guys making that much money (in Connor McDavid and Leon Draisaitl) it’s so hard to 
build around them with any reliability.” 

Florida Panthers 
This was GM Bill Zito’s first crack at shaping the roster and his moves were seen as solid but without the 
big impact move. There was a belief out there that the Panthers quietly pushed hard to get Alex 
Pietrangelo without luck. 

“Florida has played it pretty smart but there’s a lot of work to be done,” said one executive. 

There were also a couple execs who debated whether or not Zito should be trying to build on the 
current core or tearing it down and starting over in his first offseason. 

Aleksander Barkov is two years away from unrestricted free agency and his value might not be higher 
than it is right now. 

“Guys are always at their most valuable two years away,” said one exec. “If I had Barkov and I thought 
there’s no way he’s going to re-sign with me next summer, you get him out of there. You’d get a ton for 
him with two years left on his deal.” 

“It’ll be interesting to see what Zito does,” said another. “I don’t know if I feel they’re going to be able to 
win building around Barkov at his age and how much they’re lacking. I would go in there and say, ‘What 
can we get from Barkov now?’” 

Los Angeles Kings 
The Kings remain very much in rebuilding mode and did most of their work during the draft. But one 
executive highlighted the trade for Olli Maatta as one he thought was a nice under-the-radar move. 

“If you would have told me before the bubble and the playoffs that they (would trade for Maatta), I 
would say, ‘What are they thinking?’ But I watched him for Chicago for two rounds and he played way 
better than I anticipated. He’s at a good (salary) number. I think he still has gas in the tank. I have no 
problem with the trade.” 

Minnesota Wild 
When asked about the Wild’s offseason moves, including the addition of goalie Cam Talbot on a three-
year deal, one exec instead said GM Bill Guerin’s best moves came in the draft. 

“I loved their draft,” he said. “I was jealous of some of the guys they got. I don’t know what they’re 
really trying to do at the pro level. I think they might be better next year by virtue of having better 
goaltending. I don’t know that I love their goalies.” 

His conclusion was that the addition of Kirill Kaprizov and better goaltending could make the Wild 
marginally better in the short term. Then he circled back to the draft. 

“They lucked out a little that Marco Rossi fell to them,” he said. “Maybe he can be a star-level player for 
them. But they’re going to need two or three more top picks and pieces. Whether they get those by 
picking 12th or need to bottom out a little more — they’re still a ways away.” 
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Montreal Canadiens 
The Tyler Toffoli signing was fantastic. But in the long run, this offseason will hinge on the success of the 
Josh Anderson trade and contract extension. 

“Anderson is a big risk,” said an Eastern Conference exec. “If he turns out, they’re just fine. If he doesn’t 
turn out, they’re going to be lugging that around for a while. When you trade for an RFA when (one) 
year away (from free agency), you have to give him pretty much what he wants or you’re (acquiring) him 
only for one year. They should have an easier time scoring goals with Toffoli and Anderson and their D is 
solid, especially with Jeff Petry and Joel Edmundson. I liked their moves.” 

“I understand the position Berg is in,” said another exec of GM Marc Bergevin. “I totally get it. I would 
have done the same thing. Claude Julien wants to get bigger, they have to make the next step. It can’t 
be a rebuild. That trade made sense for both teams.” 

Another executive was very complimentary of the individual moves Bergevin made but was left 
wondering what the long-term play was in Montreal. 

“Montreal is a weird one because I always feel like they make a lot of good moves but I don’t know what 
they’re trying to do on a macro level sense,” he said. “Bergevin seems to be really good at making good 
moves that don’t seem to make sense in the grand scheme of things. … I think they have a lot of good 
players. It’s a matter of are they ever going to be in a spot where they’re one of the five best teams in 
the league? I don’t know that.” 

Nashville Predators 
GM David Poile was aggressive in clearing out money and there was plenty of speculation that Taylor 
Hall might end up in Nashville. But so far, Poile has been focused on small, if smart, roster tweaks. 

One executive highlighted the value in signing defenseman Matt Benning to a two-year deal worth $1 
million per season. Brad Richardson is a great depth signing at one-year, $1 million. 

“I like Benning as a depth guy. I like Cousins as a depth guy,” said another exec. “I like how they bought 
out Turris. I thought Hall was going to land there. It’s crazy out there.” 

New Jersey Devils 

GM Tom Fitzgerald did a nice job weaponizing the Devils cap space and capitalizing on teams that 
needed to move money. Acquiring defenseman Ryan Murray from Columbus for a fifth-round pick was 
applauded. 

“I like the 5th for Murray,” said one exec. “Fitzy has been smart.” 

And one executive especially liked the Andreas Johnsson deal. 

“The trade with Toronto, that’s a home run,” he said. “I don’t know Joey Anderson well but I don’t think 
he’s going to score 20 like the other guy.” 

Another exec also called the Devils’ offseason “smart.” 

“I think New Jersey has done some good things this summer,” he said, forgetting for a moment that 
we’re in October. 

New York Islanders 
While fans seemed to universally praise Colorado paying only two seconds to get Toews from the 
Islanders, executives were complimentary of the deal because they all know how badly the Islanders 
need to move money. It makes it harder to have any leverage in a deal like that. 
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“Lou (Lamoriello) did a good job,” said a Western Conference exec. “People don’t talk about the 
Islanders as much, maybe because they’re the Islanders. But they talk about Tampa and Toronto and 
Vegas and these teams in cap trouble — the Islanders are just as bad as anybody. They were in trouble. 
Lou got out in front of it and traded Toews, got two seconds. Pretty impressive.” 

Another thought the Islanders still have work to do. 

“Two seconds (for Toews), I felt that was the right price. The Islanders need to move some money out 
and they have a few things going on,” he said. “They can’t sign all their guys … They have to get out of 
some money. The old Robidas Island might be popping up in New York.” 

New York Rangers 
This will forever be remembered as the month the Rangers drafted Alexis Lafreniere. And parted ways 
with Henrik Lundqvist. But let’s talk about Jack Johnson a moment, shall we? He signed a one-year deal 
worth $1.15 million much to the objection of many Rangers faithful. 

While the fan base didn’t love the signing, one executive who knows Johnson well thought it was a 
perfectly reasonable move by the Rangers. Another source said he’s going to be great at helping the 
young Rangers players make the adjustment to the pros. They didn’t dislike the signing, despite the 
public criticism. 

“He takes a beating. Is he a perfect player? Absolutely not,” said an exec. “I do think, as a bottom pairing 
guy, there’s nothing wrong with it. He’s a good guy. A happy go lucky guy. There’s the analytical side you 
can argue but I don’t mind it for the Rangers. It’s low end. For one year. You take that all day long.” 

Ottawa Senators 
The draft was the big thing for the Senators but they also placed a big wager on their goalie for the next 
several years in trading for and then signing Matt Murray to a deal worth over $6 million per season. 
This was one of the few premium contracts handed out this offseason and people had opinions. 

“Here’s the problem with the Murray contract. If you look at his arb case, he was probably getting 
somewhere around six (million) in arb. You have to ask yourself, ‘If I have to give him that anyways, do I 
want to buy some UFA years?” explained an executive. “If I’m going there, I’d have to pay him that if he 
ends up being good as an unrestricted free agent. So that’s the part I didn’t mind. That arb case is 
probably why he got traded.” 

“Ottawa has done a good job,” said another executive. “I didn’t love the Matt Murray contract but they 
have to get to the floor … the change of scenery is going to help (Murray). He went through a lot 
personally, he’s gone through a lot. He turned it on at the end (of the regular season). He was playing 
well when the pause happened. He still has to come back and prove it.” 

Philadelphia Flyers 
The Flyers were seen as a bit of a sleeping giant when Matt Niskanen’s surprise retirement opened up 
cap space but GM Chuck Fletcher has been patient so far in utilizing it. 

The most notable signing was defenseman Erik Gustafsson, who signed a one-year deal worth $3 
million. “He’s a power play specialist,” said an executive of Gustafsson. “He is good on the power play. 
He’s a mess in his own end. You can take advantage of him on the ice at even strength. But he has a 
good shot, he gets it through. One year at $3 million, it’s not like he’s breaking the bank. I don’t think it’s 
a bad thing. They probably value the power play in Philly, that’s why they signed him. He can help 
there.” 

Pittsburgh Penguins 
GM Jim Rutherford, as he does, struck early in addressing his roster through trades for Kasperi Kapanen 
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and defenseman Mike Matheson. Considering what Matt Murray ended up costing the Senators in a 
contract extension, it’s easy to see why the trade market for a first-round pick wasn’t there for the 
former Penguins goalie. 

In free agency, Rutherford stuck to depth signings in adding Mark Jankowski and bringing back Evan 
Rodrigues. One executive highlighted the Jankowski signing as being solid, believing he’s capable of 
being the player he was in 2018-19 when he had 32 points. 

“I liked the Kapanen trade. I thought they did OK there,” said the exec. “They got Jankowski. What is he? 
Is he the guy who played last season or the guy who had 30 points a couple years ago. He has the 
potential and ability to do that. That’s what Pittsburgh is betting on. He’s a big guy. He can play. He had 
a rough year.” 

San Jose Sharks 
The most notable thing the Sharks have done this offseason was a contract extension with forward 
Kevin Labanc that raised eyebrows. Labanc is a good player. Better than he showed last year. But his 
four-year extension worth $4.725 million annually was pretty rich for a player coming off a 14-goal 
season. 

“I wonder if that (contract) was in the drawer. Everybody scratched their head when he signed that one-
year deal and they had huge cap issues. That was a weird one and they signed it quickly too.” said an 
exec. “I filed that one away, like, ‘That was strange.’ He didn’t have a terrible year this year but he was 
like a minus-30. When they signed that, I was like, ‘OK, what happened there?” 

Seattle Kraken 
Kraken GM Ron Francis isn’t building his roster just yet but one exec looked at how this offseason is 
playing out and believes it bodes well for the amount of talent Seattle will be able to assemble next 
year. Between their cap flexibility and ability to take on money combined with cheaper contracts overall, 
he sees an opportunity for Seattle to build quickly. 

“If you’re Seattle, aren’t you just licking your chops with this market? You have no bad contracts on the 
board,” he said of Seattle.  “Just think about the team you could have put together, just this offseason. I 
thought Seattle was going to be in tough and wouldn’t have near the team Vegas did. Now, I think 
they’ll be in much better shape than I thought.” 

St. Louis Blues 
The Blues lost their captain in Alex Pietrangelo and GM Doug Armstrong was aggressive in replacing him 
with Torey Krug, who signed a seven-year deal worth $6.5 million per season. Krug is a great player but 
one exec did raise concerns about going seven years on a player approaching 30. 

“If you look at some of the underlying metrics (on Krug and Pietrangelo), both guys are starting to inch 
closer to the cliff,” he said. “I understand it if you’re St. Louis. But they signed Faulk and it was probably 
a mistake to sign him to that deal. Then you basically sign a left-handed version of Faulk … it seemed 
sort of vindictive and short-sighted to me.” 

A couple other execs felt much differently about the Krug signing. 

“Krug going to St. Louis, knowing they were going to lose Petro, was a smart add,” said one. 

And the other? 

“I thought St. Louis did a great job adding Krug,” he said. “Great move. Great move. My guess is if they 
could do it over again, they would have kept Pietrangelo and not (traded for) Faulk. My guess is they 
thought Pietrangelo was never going to leave.” 
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Tampa Bay Lightning 
The Lightning brought back Pat Maroon on a two-year deal worth $900,000 per season but there’s still a 
lot of work to be done in order to clear money to sign restricted free agents Anthony Cirelli, Erik Cernak 
and Mikhail Sergachev. Attempts to trade Tyler Johnson have so far been unsuccessful and he also 
passed through waivers, in large part because of a contract that averages $5 million through 2023-24. 
GM Julien BriseBois may have to look elsewhere for cap relief. 

“They’ve got work to do,” said a Western Conference exec. “They’re going to have to trade a guy they 
don’t want to trade. Guys who were good for them like Yanni Gourde, Ondrej Palat or Alex Killorn. Those 
three guys were very important for them … they’re going to have to sit there and say, ‘What can we get 
for Palat or Gourde? Rather than giving up assets to trade Johnson.” 

Toronto Maple Leafs 
GM Kyle Dubas’ mandate was clear. Add players who make the Maple Leafs tougher to play against and 
upgrade the defense. Executives believe he accomplished both goals in signing T.J. Brodie, Wayne 
Simmonds and Zach Bogosian. 

“I like the Brodie signing for Toronto. It makes a lot of sense for the way they want to play and what 
they needed,” said an executive. “It was certainly not cheap. They’ve liked him for a while. He’s certainly 
a better fit for them than (Tyson) Barrie was. The contract, at the end of the day, that’s the nature of 
free agency.” 

“I like what they’ve done,” said another executive. “Let’s see how it plays out. Given the contracts 
they’re working with, they’ve done a good job. I don’t know what Simmonds has left in the tank but 
we’ll see. I think Brodie was a good add. They kind of needed that. When Muzzin went down, there were 
guys being asked to do too much. That’s a good add for them.” 

Another executive said they maximized the return with the cap space they had, while hanging on to the 
most important players up front, which was an important caveat. 

“I think they took the best swing possible. They couldn’t fit Pietrangelo without trading William Nylander 
for pennies on the dollar. That’s their biggest need. Bogosian fits a specific need. If you have him 
penciled in for 50 games next year, a million bucks for a six or seven (defenseman), that’s fine,” he said. 
“Brodie is the best possible swing you could take given their situation. You could critique them for 
wanting to keep those four guys (Auston Matthews, Nylander, Mitch Marner and John Tavares) 
together. If you started there and said, if they moved one of these forwards better options would have 
been available. If the philosophy is these four guys are going to get us where we’re going to go, they did 
all they could.” 

Lastly, one vote against the Brodie signing. 

“I didn’t love the Brodie signing. Didn’t mind Simmonds and Bogosian,” an exec said. 

What’s the issue with Brodie? 

“I just don’t think he’s a $5 million player,” he answered. 

Vancouver Canucks 
This offseason has been a bit of a roller coaster ride for fans in Vancouver. The Canucks were in on 
Oliver Ekman-Larsson but it never materialized. They lost their starting goalie. They lost a couple useful 
defensemen. Then they picked up Nate Schmidt in what could be one of the best trades of the 
offseason. 
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“I’ve always been a Schmidt guy,” said one Western Conference executive. “I like him. He can skate like 
the wind. He does everything. He was a big part of what they did in Vegas. It will be interesting to see 
how they do without him.” 

The opinions on the goalie decision were pretty split. 

“Vancouver, letting Markstrom go, it seems (wrong). Especially if Braden Holtby is the replacement, who 
I don’t think is a very good goalie,” said the Eastern Conference exec. 

As for the other side … 

“I don’t hate moving on from Markstrom and bringing in Holtby on that contract,” said the exec. “Holtby 
is a post-hype sleeper. Everybody loved him and thought he was going to get a crazy contract and then 
everyone hated him and now he’s underrated. I wouldn’t have expected him to get only that on his 
contract. I think that’s a reasonable bet.” 

Vegas Golden Knights 
There’s no doubt that the Golden Knights ended up with the best player in free agency with the signing 
of defenseman Alex Pietrangelo to a seven-year contract worth $8.8 million per season. But several 
executives wondered if the cost was worth it. Both in what it took to clear the cap space, including 
trades of Paul Stastny and Nate Schmidt as well as the potential chemistry disruption in the dressing 
room. Especially when you factor in Robin Lehner replacing Marc-Andre Fleury as the long-term answer 
in goal. 

“It’s a dangerous game to play,” said one executive. “Nobody is more beloved in the dressing room than 
Fleury. All the stuff you hear about him is true. He always has a smile on his face.” 

And another concerned exec: “They’re still in a cap crunch. Their only true center is (William) Karlsson. 
Glass is there but he’s young. When is he going to be ready? Say what you want about Stastny and 
getting older but they had to trade him because of the cap. I don’t know if they necessarily wanted to … 
And now you have a disgruntled goalie in Fleury, you have to wonder how that will play out.” 

Washington Capitals 
The Capitals signed Henrik Lundqvist and by pairing the veteran on a one-year deal worth $1.5 million 
with Ilya Samsonov, Washington is spending just $2.425 million on goaltending next season. It’s a 
ridiculously low number for a team that can challenge for a Stanley Cup. It also allowed them to spend 
on defense, which GM Brian MacLellan did in adding Justin Schultz and Trevor van Riemsdyk while also 
extending Brenden Dillon. 

“Lundqvist is a great signing with a young goalie,” said an exec. “You have as good a backup as you could 
find in a league where you need two goalies and he’s not really a backup. Lundqvist gets to play a few 
hours from home with a chance to win. That’s a great move.” 

Schultz wasn’t great last season but provides offense from the back end. 

“He obviously can move the puck, he gives them that dimension on the blue line,” said an exec. “He just 
has to be better defensively, which is always the issue with him.” 

Winnipeg Jets 
When asked which team impressed him the most so far this offseason, a Western Conference executive 
paused a moment and mentioned Colorado first. Then, he added a second team. 

“The other team that did a good job is Winnipeg. Getting Stastny, say what you want about him getting 
older and the wheels starting to wear down, it’s just a one year deal for them. He does provide that 
second line with a playmaking center. When (Mark) Scheifele went down and with (Bryan) Little being 
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out, they were in trouble. I just think they sat there and watched and said, ‘We need to get somebody 
behind Scheifele. Now they’ve got Scheifele, Kyle Connor, (Nik) Ehlers, Stastny, Blake Wheeler and Patrik 
Laine — that’s a good top six. And they signed Dylan DeMelo — I liked what Winnipeg has done.” 

Here’s another executive who thought the Jets had a very logical and reasonable offseason: “I thought it 
all made sense. Stastny has a little bit left. He’s a great fit for them. I like DeMelo, I thought that was a 
reasonable contract.” 

That said, this exec concluded that the Jets were still going to be dependent on another strong season 
from goalie Connor Hellebuyck to take a step forward. 

“Are they going to be back to being a top team? I’m not sure,” he said. “If Hellebuyck doesn’t have the 
season he had, it’s a different conversation.” 
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Sportsnet.ca / 31 Thoughts: Inside the tough, tense early days of NHL free 
agency 
By Elliotte Friedman – October 15, 2020 
 

We are used to a storming of the gates. Free agency doors open; money flies out like champagne at a 
Stanley Cup celebration. 

But it was never going to happen now. Not in COVID 2020. 

Need more proof? Let’s go to Lionel Hutz with the evidence — through Tuesday, only five unrestricted 
free agents who signed for more than $1 million received any signing bonus: Alex Pietrangelo ($35 
million), Jacob Markstrom ($5 million), Taylor Hall ($1 million), Braden Holtby ($500,000) and Erik 
Gustafsson ($250,000). (PuckPedia helped with these details.) 

In the first five days of 2019 free agency, there were 12 contracts signed with an average annual value of 
at least $5 million. This year, there were five — Pietrangelo ($8.8 million), Hall ($8 million), Torey Krug 
($6.5 million), Markstrom ($6 million) and T.J. Brodie ($5 million). The forward market absolutely 
cratered. Only three (Hall, Tyler Toffoli and Craig Smith) reached an AAV of $3 million. Last year there 
were 11. 

Here is a breakdown of signings by position: 

Here it is for those who received at least $1 million: 

Hall was told by several teams they had to move money before they could commit to him. There are 
some really good offensive players — Evgenii Dadonov, Mikael Granlund and Mike Hoffman among 
them — still in search of a relationship. 

According to multiple sources, several agents and general managers tried to build support the last few 
weeks for the addition of a compliance buyout to ease the crunch and create flexibility. (A compliance 
buyout, which does not count against the cap, was part of both the 2005 and 2013 negotiations.) 
However, the plan failed for the same reason it failed during CBA negotiations — who was going to pay 
for it? 

There’ve been some intense stories. One player told of getting 15 minimum-salary offers just after free-
agency arrived, a painful realization that a pay cut would be unavoidable. Another said he was coming to 
grips with accepting a deal he didn’t want, only to be pleasantly surprised out of nowhere. Teams, 
agents and players are grinding. 

“The uncertainty, not really knowing what the future holds, it would be tough on anybody,” Yannick 
Weber said Tuesday. 

Weber, a 497-game NHL veteran, was not re-signed by Nashville, and is not used to this. He was signed 
by the Predators as a UFA on July 1, 2016; re-signed June 13, 2017; given a two-year extension on Jan. 9, 
2018. At 32, he’s far from finished. 

“I hoped it wouldn’t be my last year in Nashville, but I knew it could be,” he added. “I wanted to stay. 
When I was told I wouldn’t be coming back… it was hard to hear. I’d been here four years, been part of 
success and liked it here.” 

Weber scheduled an on-ice workout for the start of free agency. 

https://www.sportsnet.ca/nhl/31-thoughts-inside-tough-tense-early-days-nhl-free-agency/
https://www.sportsnet.ca/nhl/31-thoughts-inside-tough-tense-early-days-nhl-free-agency/
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“I didn’t want to be on the phone all day, not knowing what’s going to happen. Being involved in the 
NHLPA (he was Nashville’s player rep), I understand the business. I know I’m not the only guy in that 
situation, but it’s mentally tough to deal with. You start to think, ‘Did I play my last game?’ 

“But I know my role. When I was let go by Vancouver and signed with Nashville, I had to completely 
change my game to be in the lineup. That’s what I have to do. I understand my market value. I’m not a 
player who can pick and choose, or say no to things. 

“You have to keep confidence in yourself, even if there’s nothing concrete.” 

31 Thoughts: The Podcast 

Jeff Marek and Elliotte Friedman talk to a lot of people around the hockey world, and then they tell 
listeners all about what they’ve heard and what they think about it. 

31 THOUGHTS 

1. Montreal had interest in Hoffman, but that cooled when Toffoli signed. Nashville’s been sniffing 
around there, too. Other teams looking for a scorer — whether Hoffman or one of the others — include 
Boston, Carolina and Columbus. 

2. Hearing several core Maple Leafs have personally pitched Joe Thornton on going to Toronto. The 
courtship is on and the interest is real. But one thing I’ve always been told about the future Hall of 
Famer: do not underestimate his loyalty to San Jose. 

3. The moment Josh Anderson signed his seven-year, $38.5-million deal, I wondered what that meant 
for Brendan Gallagher — one year from unrestricted free agency. It’s emotional, and you only have to 
look as far as St. Louis to realize the challenges that creates. It is believed the extension being discussed 
between Gallagher and the Canadiens was similar to the one Anderson signed, and that Montreal has 
made it clear there isn’t any more wriggle room on its offer. 

I would love to see Marc Bergevin’s phone and text log after news got out that extension talks broke off. 
Word around the NHL is the Canadiens’ GM said he wouldn’t be trading the aggressive winger. That 
hasn’t always been true, but Bergevin knows he has to make a run in 2020–21. 

It would have to be some trade for Les Habitants to be better off without Gallagher, who is the 
emotional heartbeat of the team. He’s got enormous pride. It’s why he made it, and that pride is stung 
right now. 

4. Anderson, by the way, was resolute in his belief: a one-year contract walking himself to free agency, 
or the max. Columbus had the hammer the last time his contract was up — this time the leverage was 
his. That’s one of the reasons the Blue Jackets made the trade, and he did not change his mind for 
Montreal. Have to admire it. 

5. Boston and Calgary were among the others who badly wanted Anderson. If it had been the Flames, I 
think we’re talking about a pretty big deal. 

6. If there are any “temporary bubbles,” hopefully Colorado and Vegas are lumped together. What an 
arms race, and we deserve this entertainment. What we know: Vegas signed Pietrangelo to the biggest 
contract of the 2020 free-agent extravaganza. What we’re hearing: the Golden Knights, aggressive from 
their owner on down, tried to do even more, considering Hall and Steven Stamkos. 

We’ll get to Hall in a moment, but I do believe Stamkos was asked to consider waiving his no-move by 
Tampa Bay. There’s a wall of secrecy around it, and the captain is recovering from surgery. Obviously, 
his health is a huge factor. (Stamkos calmed the Lightning after their emotional overtime loss in Game 5 
of the Stanley Final, re-assuring them, reminding them how well they played.) 
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For Vegas, creating the cap room for Pietrangelo was hard enough — creating even more is a multiple-
Tylenol headache. As GM Kelly McCrimmon indicated, you chase difference-makers when they become 
available, because so rarely does it happen in the NHL. 

“We had what we believed was an incredibly rare opportunity to add an elite player,” he said. 

But it was a nervous, uncomfortable weekend for several Golden Knights, who were disappointed to 
hear their names in the trade market. A few teams wondered if Nashville would go after Jonathan 
Marchessault, for example. 

7. Vancouver knew on Saturday that if Pietrangelo signed, Nate Schmidt was likely to become a Canuck. 

“The trade was really tough,” the defender told Sportsnet’s Iain MacIntyre. “It’s very emotional when it 
happens…. I found out when it happened, and that was it. That’s the hardest thing to come to terms 
with.” 

Luckily for the Canucks, Schmidt’s disposition does not lend itself to brooding, and he will move on. 
Vancouver’s advantage was that it saw Schmidt purely as a player it needed, rather than an opportunity 
to squeeze Vegas for more assets. 

8. Pietrangelo and St. Louis tried a few times in the last week before free agency, but there was never a 
sense it would close. I don’t think he believed hope was gone until the Blues signed Krug. When 
Pietrangelo hit the market, the rumour was seven years at $8.5 million per season from Vegas, and it 
ended up just north of that. He got the permanent no-move he wanted and only the last season of his 
contract has no signing bonus. 

There was definitely some grinding, with one source saying, “Everyone was exhausted.” The only 
remaining question is if the Blues will ask the NHL to investigate for tampering. (EDIT: I had initially 
written here I believed the last team to be investigated was Toronto, after John Tavares. The Islanders 
reached out to say that they never asked for an investigation.) 

9. Hall had a lot of teams saying, “Once we move this, we can pay you this,” even on a one-year deal. I 
think he was intrigued by Boston and Vegas, but neither could commit without moving money. (I’m not 
convinced Colorado even got that far.) With cash so tight, who knows how long it would have taken? 
Even then, many of the offers were around $3 million less than Buffalo’s offer. (It’s possible the Bruins 
were closer, willing to stretch for Hall, but that’s unconfirmed.) 

It’s a lot to leave on the table, especially in a year where at least 28 per cent of your salary is to be 
withheld. Columbus had a longer-term offer, but I don’t know how high the number went. Hall wanted 
to know where he was playing. He didn’t want to sit and wait. The Sabres were in and committed, with a 
coach he likes and the best centre he’s ever played with. It’s bold. The NHL needs that. 

10. The Blue Jackets remain intriguing. They moved money and now we’re all wondering what’s to be 
done with the space. They wanted Hall. They’ve considered offer sheets in the past, but there’s a belief 
they are protecting themselves against one to Pierre-Luc Dubois. (There’s such a cash crunch that I’m 
unconvinced we will see an offer sheet at this time.) Pietrangelo said he was considering one other visit 
besides Vegas. I’d suspect Colorado, but do wonder if Columbus made a serious pitch. The city is close to 
St. Louis; there are people in the organization who know him well (Brad Shaw); and the team had a 
desire to make a big move. Also, David Savard was available, at least for awhile. That appears to have 
changed, coinciding with Pietrangelo’s Sin City choice. 

11. A couple of the Islanders were shocked Devon Toews was traded. Really talented player, but the two 
sides were not close on an extension. New York has some major raises to manage (Mathew Barzal, 
Adam Pelech, Ryan Pulock). Andy Greene is believed to be returning. 
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12. MacKenzie Weegar’s a popular name. Anaheim, Boston, Colorado, Toronto and Winnipeg are among 
those who have checked in. It is believed the Maple Leafs turned down a Travis Dermott/Andreas 
Johnsson request. Tyson Jost was discussed with the Avalanche and Jack Roslovic with the Jets. Roslovic 
is headed for a fresh start. 

Sign up for NHL newsletters 

Get the best of our NHL coverage and exclusives delivered directly to your inbox! 

*I understand that I may withdraw my consent at any time. 

13. Does Paul Stastny’s arrival mean Patrik Laine is off the market? Will everyone take a step back to see 
how they mesh? The best sense I can get is that things remain “status quo,” when it comes to the 
winger’s future. 

14. Edmonton really believed it was going to get Markstrom, and were stung when things didn’t work 
out. Carolina made a late stealth pitch, but Calgary snared the goalie. Vancouver stuck to its philosophy 
of not going long on term with either Markstrom or Christopher Tanev, not budging until very late with 
either player. By then, both were moving on. 

Tanev was disappointed, and his teammates will miss him. The deal the Canucks gave Holtby was what 
they were willing to do for a goaltender, and they discussed the possibility of Marc-Andre Fleury. They 
also talked with Travis Hamonic, but that went sideways with Schmidt’s arrival. They are looking for 
another defenceman. Slater Koekkoek or Sami Vatanen might fit. Hamonic had some Eastern interest 
(Philadelphia among them), but would prefer to stay in the Western Conference. 

15. I don’t see Jake Virtanen getting to arbitration. That one gets settled. I can also see a path to Josh 
Leivo returning. Arizona was looking into him, too and there’s a D.J. Smith connection in Ottawa. 

16. The Coyotes and Flyers talked Jason Demers. 

17. I think the Flames had some conversations with Kevin Shattenkirk. 

18. Carolina continues to examine its trade options with Jake Gardiner. 

19. Florida is one of the teams that has conversed with Anthony Duclair, but I don’t know where that 
stands. 

20. Minnesota tried to get a second first-round selection, but the Panthers said no — sticking with their 
pick and Anton Lundell. 

21. The recovery time for Brad Marchand and David Pastrnak adds an extra layer to Boston’s off-season. 
Everything the Bruins consider must be weighed with the knowledge they need cap room to activate 
those cornerstones. That’s very tricky. I sense they’ve been very active in trying some short-term things. 
Someone who knows that organization well suggested I re-watch the Zoom calls after they lost to 
Tampa. 

“That core group knows their time together is short,” the source said. 

Those futures — Patrice Bergeron, Zdeno Chara, David Krejci, Tuukka Rask — loom large. Liked the Craig 
Smith signing. Good deal for an underrated player. But they will miss Krug. He loved being a Bruin. 

22. Very common question: “What is St. Louis going to do with Vince Dunn?” 

23. I’ve chased Jonathan Toews during the off-season. He prefers his privacy and declines interviews, 
which is totally understandable. I only bring it up because the fact he surfaced to give an interview to 
The Athletic’s Mark Lazerus about the Blackhawks’ direction is significant. Toews wanted to make a 
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point. Chicago’s decision making says to me that Blackhawks ownership doesn’t feel the team can 
contend for a Stanley Cup, knows the economics are extremely challenging without fans and are punting 
on next season. 

24. Toronto signed Jimmy Vesey with the opportunity to play a top-six role at $900,000. They also 
looked at Vladislav Namestnikov and Conor Sheary. The former got a better offer with Detroit. I’m 
surprised the latter is still out there. He can play with good players. 

25. On the 31 Thoughts podcast, Zach Bogosian confirmed that he was 12 hours away from a face-to-
face meeting with the Maple Leafs when David Ayres happened. GM Kyle Dubas cancelled, saying it 
made more sense to go with youth than veterans after that result. It was a tough time for Bogosian, cut 
by Buffalo and looking for a new job. Boy, did he land on his feet. 

“I learned a lot in the last year,” he said. “You can be at your lowest of lows… and finish off in the 
highest of highs.” He had at least one larger offer out there (I think New Jersey), but chose Toronto. 

26. Nothing is done until it is done, but Rick Bowness is getting closer to being named permanent head 
coach in Dallas. 

27. Last Saturday, in Peace River, Alta., a statue of late Humboldt Broncos coach Darcy Haugan was 
unveiled outside the Baytex Energy Centre: 

Thank you to Shane Clausing of EverythingGP (Grand Prairie) for the photos. Wanted to make sure this 
event was included. It’s the same company that made the Wayne Gretzky statue in Edmonton. 

28. Michael Futa was an excellent add to our draft coverage, telling a story about how Marc Bergevin 
likes to ease tension in the minutes before the draft by making goofy phone calls. After Futa told that 
story, someone reached out with another example: Bergevin once phoned then-Toronto GM Lou 
Lamoriello right before a Leaf pick, said, “Sorry, butt dial,” and hung up. 

29. Futa and draft guru Sam Cosentino were floored by Columbus’s selection of Yegor Chinakhov, which 
is hard to do. Those two are on top of everything. But Futa added the Blue Jackets don’t guess on 
European prospects. GM Jarmo Kekalainen and director of amateur scouting Ville Siren know that world 
as well as anyone. 

“They obviously have a great feel on the player,” Futa said. “Jarmo’s a legend in Europe. They’re going to 
have a homework book (on Chinakhov), know he’s coming over, know everything about him.” 

Futa continued by saying there’s nothing worse for a team’s draft guru that when there’s a surprise first-
rounder, and your GM turns to you and asks, “Why wasn’t this player anywhere near our radar?” You 
better have a good explanation. 

30. This depends on what happens with the border, but there is talk that Canadian-based NHL teams 
with U.S.-based AHL affiliates are considering moving them north of the 49th for the 2020–21 season. 
That’s Calgary/Stockton; Edmonton/Bakersfield; and Vancouver/Utica. It makes sense, because a 
quarantine period would mean you can’t call up players. Not sure if those teams would be based out of 
the NHL buildings or centralized, but it is something these three organizations must prepare for. 

31. Wanted to recognize Dani Rylan Kearney, who stepped down this week as NWHL commissioner. The 
story of women’s hockey in North America over the past five years will make a great book/Netflix series 
one day. The rivalry between the CWHL and NWHL was as fierce as any we see in the NHL. Rylan 
Kearney had her supporters and her detractors; both sides passionately argued their positions. Like 
everyone else, she had her successes and her failures. People who know the politics behind this said you 
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could see this coming, with the new Toronto team pushing for a change in direction. The NWHL was her 
dream. She poured everything into it. I admired her willingness to embrace the long odds. 

BONUS THOUGHTS 

32. During the pandemic pause, I read The Ride of a Lifetime by Disney CEO Robert Iger. It’s a great book 
and wholeheartedly recommended. Iger was preparing to retire and enjoy life, but felt a responsibility 
to lead his company through this point in time. There’s a comparison to be made with Commissioner 
Gary Bettman. At some point, you have to figure Bettman saw himself getting his last CBA done and, 
eventually, easing towards retirement. Now, like every other business leader, he (and Deputy 
Commissioner Bill Daly) are working hard to save their industry. 

The duo just navigated through one impossible-looking challenge (a playoff bubble), which succeeded 
beyond expectation. But there’ll be zero rest as they try to figure out another. 

Bettman announced at the draft that Jan. 1 is the new “target” for the start of the 2020–21 season. A 
few sources I’ve spoken to think Jan. 15 is a possibility. Vegas owner Bill Foley told the Las Vegas 
Review-Journal’s David Schoen he believes Feb. 1 is a more realistic goal, with a 48- or 56-game season. 
Foley added that T-Mobile Arena needs 40 per cent capacity “to be economically” viable. 

This is going to be like herding cats because the challenges from market to market are going to be 
different. Some teams will care more about playing this year than others. Some teams will be able to 
have more fans than others. Bettman will want to play enough games to end the current U.S. TV deal 
and start the next one. The NHL and NHLPA have begun discussions on next season, but I think the 
challenges of preparing for the bubble will pale in comparison to those of preparing for next year. I do 
not envy this task. 

33. I’m a Michael Jordan guy forever. But LeBron James has made it closer than I ever thought possible. 
Kareem Abdul-Jabbar and Wilt Chamberlain get totally stiffed in this debate, though. 

34. I’m going to write here and there, but this will be the formal close of the 31 Thoughts blog until 
training camps resume. Thank you to Sportsnet’s editors. Most importantly, thank you to you, the 
readers. Without your interest, there’s no blog. Be safe and be smart. I don’t know how the banner-
raising ceremony will look in Tampa, but I can’t wait to see it. Because that means hockey will be back. 

Sportsnet.ca LOADED: 10.15.2020 
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Sportsnet.ca / NHL’s top 15 unsigned RFAs: Latest rumours, reports 
By Luke Fox – October 15, 2020 
 

Offer sheets, tough negotiations, last-minute trades, looming arbitration… it’s all on the table, as several 
compelling NHL restricted free agents remain unsigned by the clubs that control their rights. 

While several key members of the 2020 RFA class — Thomas Chabot, Nico Hischier, Clayton Keller, Alex 
DeBrincat and Darnell Nurse — took the secure route and re-upped early, there is a boatload of sure-fire 
and breakout stars still gunning for big raises heading into 2020-21. 

Those expectations must be tempered with the flattened salary cap, and it will be fascinating to see how 
negotiations play out under this tepid economic landscape. 

More bridge deals, perhaps? 

Yes, if we are to judge by the notable RFAs to sign contracts in a pandemic: Columbus forward Max 
Domi and goalies Elvis Merzlikins and Joonas Korpisalo; Bruins forward Anders Bjork; Oilers winger Jesse 
Puljujarvi; Buffalo’s Brandon Montour; and Colorado’s Ryan Graves and Valeri Nichushkin. 

Montreal’s Josh Anderson (seven years), Dallas’s Radek Faksa (five years), Ottawa’s Matt Murray (four 
years), and San Jose’s Kevin Labanc (four years) stand out as members of the 2020 RFA class who got big 
term this month. Exceptions, not the rule. 

Free agency is open, which means all RFAs are eligible to sign their qualifying offer — or offer sheets. 
Qualifying offers expire on Oct. 18. 

It also means arbitration cases will soon be heard. Hearings begin Oct. 20 and run through Nov. 8. 

Here is a rundown of the top 15 impending RFAs of 2020 and the latest reports surrounding their future. 

1. Mathew Barzal 
Age: 23 
Position: Centre 
2019-20 salary cap hit: $863,333 
Arbitration rights: No 

Bargaining chips: Franchise player. More points (60) and points per game (0.88) than any other 
impending RFA, despite playing in a system that accentuates defence. Skates more than 20 minutes a 
night. Three consecutive 60-point seasons and three seasons as the Isles’ top scorer. Racked up 85 
points in his rookie season. Pivots faster than a politician. Gutsy playoff performance through four 
rounds. 

The latest: On March 21, GM Lou Lamoriello sent a message to any GM thinking of floating an offer 
sheet Barzal’s way. Lamoriello was asked by a fan if he’d match any competitive contract offer for his 
top centreman. 

“It is our intention to not allow it to get to that point, but should that happen, the answer is yes,” 
Lamoriello replied. 

The slick skater raised eyebrows in September when he told Arthur Staple of The Athletic that he’d be 
interested in seeing an offer sheet signed by a member of 2019’s loaded RFA class. 

“I wouldn’t mind seeing someone shake up the league a little bit. That would be fun. Maybe see an offer 
sheet tossed around,” Barzal mused. 

https://www.sportsnet.ca/hockey/nhl/nhl-restricted-free-agents-best-rfa-contract-extension-rumours-2020/
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Barzal and the Islanders have been in no great rush to settle his next deal, which should be a juicy one. 

Lamoriello is in the thick of a tricky off-season. He’d love to bring in an elite winger to finish off Barzal’s 
passes, and he must also extend RFA defenceman Ryan Pulock on the back end. 

In order to free cap space (and guard against offer sheets), the GM was prompted to trade unsigned RFA 
Devon Toews to Colorado for a pair of picks. 

“Whenever we’re ready to sit down and get it done, I’d love for that to happen,” Barzal said of his next 
contract. “At the same time, I’m not a person that’s just going to rush this thing or get nervous about it 
or whatever. I’m just going about my day, and it’ll happen when it happens.” 

Per Empire Sports, Lamoriello is looking to lock up Barzal in the ballpark of $7.5 million per season. 
Barzal’s camp, naturally, would like a higher figure. 

If Barzal were to sign an offer sheet worth $10.9 million or more per season, the compensation to the 
Islanders would be four first-round picks. That feels highly unlikely. 

2. Anthony Cirelli 
Age: 23 
Position: Centre 
2019-20 salary cap hit: $728,333 
Arbitration rights: No 

Bargaining chips: Logs significant ice time (18:28), mostly against tough opponents. Ranks top-five 
among all NHL forwards in penalty-killing time (2:49 per game). Fourth place in 2020 Selke Trophy voting 
for his two-way game. Points per game and plus/minus has increased every season. He was on pace for 
50 points. Stanley Cup champ. 

The latest: Cirelli had a front-row seat to RFA negotiations last summer, watching his good buddy, 
Brayden Point, wait until late September to put pen to paper. While Cirelli doesn’t have Point’s offensive 
numbers, he’s improved each year in the league and has become integral to the Bolts’ future. 

GM Julien BriseBois declared, accurately, last fall that the 2020 off-season will be Tampa’s most difficult 
cap-wise — and that was before a flat cap and championship raises. That Cirelli is one of multiple 
Lightning RFAs in need of a raise hastened the need to trade a veteran forward or two: Alex Killorn 
and/or Tyler Johnson and/or (gasp) Steven Stamkos. 

That Johnson cleared waivers unclaimed this month illustrates how difficult it is to dump salary in this 
climate. 

I asked Tampa executive Dave Andreychuk about Cirelli’s future in April. 

“He’s come a long way. He’s a big part of this team. He’s going to be here for a while,” Andreychuk said. 
“They’re going to try to lock him up as best they can, because this kid is the real deal — and he’s only 
going to get better.” 

When Point went down to injury in the Eastern Conference Final, Cirelli was promoted to Tampa’s 
temporary top-line pivot. Re-signing him is a priority. 

3. Anthony Deangelo 
Age: 24 
Position: Defence 
2019-20 salary cap hit: $925,000 
Arbitration rights: Yes — and filed 



29 
 

Bargaining chips: Breakout season in which he’s put up the fourth-most goals (15) and points (53) 
among all NHL D-men. Right shot. Has severely chopped down his penalties taken. Excellent passer and 
skater with fantastic vision. Already took a one-year, prove-it deal last summer — and knocked it out of 
the park. 

The latest: The Rangers are one of the rare squads loaded with young, talented, right-shot defencemen. 
DeAngleo is joined by Jacob Trouba, 26, and rookie Adam Fox, 22, in that category. 

With New York winning the Alexis Lafreniere sweepstakes and shaping into a team that’s ready to run 
back into playoff contention in 2020-21, GM Jeff Gorton is facing raises (or trades) at every position, 
with intriguing RFAs unsigned at forward (Ryan Strome, Brendan Lemieux) and in net (Alexandar 
Georgiev) as well. 

Gorton’s trading of Brady Skjei to Carolina and Marc Staal to Detroit has cleared the cap and roster 
space necessary to re-up with DeAngelo, who’s earned the right to take this one to arbitration. The term 
will be tricky here. 

Don’t forget: DeAngelo pushed 2019’s contract negotiation past the opening of training camp. He’ll 
want maximum value. 

On Sept. 12, Rangers columnist Larry Brooks made the case for trading DeAngleo at peak value and 
guarding against the risk of losing touted 20-year-old right-shot defence prospect Nils Lundkvist to 
unrestricted free agency in 2022. 

Anything beyond a one-year pact for DeAngelo, Brooks posits, doesn’t make sense for future planning. 

The Rangers opened up some cap space via the Henrik Lundqvist buyout. 

DeAngelo filed for arbitration, which goes Oct. 20. 

4. Pierre-Luc Dubois 
Age: 22 
Position: Centre 
2019-20 salary cap hit: $894,166 
Arbitration rights: No 

Bargaining chips: Was on pace for his third-straight 20-goal season. Leads all Blue Jackets in assists (31) 
and points (49). Raised game in playoffs, with eight points through his first eight games. Cap space is not 
an issue in Columbus. 

The latest: Generally, if you’re lucky enough to draft and develop a 22-year-old No. 1 centreman, you 
pay the man when his contract comes due. 

Dubois exploded for a 61-point campaign skating mostly alongside the all-world Artemi Panarin, but 
even in the Bread Man’s absence, the big-bodied Quebecer has driven offence for an organization that 
needs all it can get. 

“If he wants to be a difference-maker, a game-changer, one of the best players in the league, he has all 
the capabilities, all the tools,” says winger Cam Atkinson. 

Columbus GM Jarmo Kekalainen got a jump on off-season business by re-signing his two RFA goalies to 
team-friendly deals, but he’s far from done. Instead of negotiating hard with power winger Josh 
Anderson, Kekalainen boosted his centre depth by making a draft-day trade for Montreal’s Max Domi — 
and then signed him last week. He then landed veteran Mikko Koivu for a $1.5-million flyer. 

The GM has cap space but some work to do with Dubois. 
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5. Sam Reinhart 
Age: 24 
Position: Right wing 
2019-20 salary cap hit: $3.65 million 
Arbitration rights: Yes — and filed 

Bargaining chips: Three straight 20-goal, 50-point seasons. Second-overall pick. World junior and world 
championships gold medallist. The Sabres are in no position to let young offensive talent walk. Plays 
more than 20 minutes a night. Besties with Jack Eichel. 

The latest: Reinhart delivered on his two-year bridge deal and had a shot at back-to-back 60-point 
campaigns until the pause. And amidst another disappointing season in Western New York, Reinhart 
displayed flashes of leadership. 

“It’s all coming down to the players at this point,” Reinhart told reporters in February. “The systems and 
the game plans that are set out for us give us an opportunity to have success. I think it goes back to what 
I’m trying to preach here. Guys need to demand more out of themselves, and a lot of guys need to step 
the hell up.” 

Frustration was mounting in Buffalo, before rookie GM Kevyn Adams went to work. 

Taylor Hall gets the headlines, and rightly so, but legitimate forwards Eric Staal and Cody Eakin were also 
added to the mix. 

We’d expect Reinhart to get the biggest chunk of the RFA pie, but decisions must be made on Victor 
Olofsson and Linus Ullmark as well. 

Arbitration is set for Oct. 27. 

6. Mikhail Sergachev 
Age: 22 
Position: Defence 
2019-20 salary cap hit: $894,166 
Arbitration rights: No 

Bargaining chips: Top-10 draft pick. Logs more than 20 minutes nightly. Was on pace for a career-best 
stat line before the pause. A top-four defenceman by 21 who hasn’t neared his ceiling. Now used on the 
penalty kill. Fantastic skater with superior vision and instincts. Shone in the championship run. 

The latest: The impending raise for Sergachev — a must-keep — is a big reason why the cap-tight 
Lightning has to cut into its core in order to financially satisfy its young stars. 

Tampa has been patient with its horse on the back end, and when the injury bug took down veterans for 
spells of this season, he rose to the occasion. Fearless, the kid even dropped the gloves with Shea Weber 
in March. 

Despite a delay in serious talks between Sergachev’s agent, Mark Gandler, and GM BriseBois until the 
playoffs wrapped, the player has been optimistic a deal will get done. 

“It’s a little different obviously right now, but I’m trying to leave it to my agent,” Sergachev said in May. 
“I feel like they’re going to work out something. I have a good agent.” 

With the salary cap flat, BriseBois will face the type of roster crunch that necessitates a trade or two off 
the roster. And he must guard against offer sheets for Cirelli and Sergachev, who looked phenomenal in 
the playoffs. 
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Currently, Tampa has just $2.9 million in cap space. In other words, not enough. 

7. Ryan Pulock 
Age: 26 
Position: Defence 
2019-20 salary cap hit: $2 million 
Arbitration rights: Yes — and filed 

Bargaining chips: Overachieved through bridge deal. Excellent two-way game. Right shot. Slapshot 
makes you think better about getting in his lane. Was on pace to set career highs in goals (10) and points 
(35). 

The latest: Deserving of more attention outside the Island than he receives, Pulock could be looking for 
an extension in the ballpark of Charlie McAvoy’s or Zach Werenski’s. A $5 million AAV would be the 
upper end, for sure, but anything below $4.5 million will feel like a bargain. His 22:24 average time on 
ice is more than any other pending RFA. 

Pulock underscored his value in the post-season, defending like a beast while contributing 10 points in 
the Isles’ rip to the conference final. 

Lamoriello is on record saying he intends to re-sign Pulock. A no-brainer, especially in light of the Toews 
trade. 

Arbitration goes Nov. 6. 

8. MacKenzie Blackwood 
Age: 23 
Position: Goaltender 
2019-20 salary cap hit: $697,500 
Arbitration rights: No 

Bargaining chips: Winning record on a bad team (32-24-8). One of the NHL’s hottest goalies since 
Christmas. Silver medallist at 2019 world championships. Arguably should’ve been a Calder Trophy 
finalist. 

The latest: The Devils would be wise to rebuild from the net out, and few young goalies are as exciting 
as Blackwood, whose excellence helped ease the discomfort of Cory Schneider’s decline. 

Few teams have more salary cap space than New Jersey, so even with other RFAs on deck (most notably 
Jesper Bratt), fitting in Blackwood’s raise won’t be an issue. Young goalies rarely get a long-term deal 
straight out of their entry-level deals, however. 

We’d expect a bridge contract for this potential long-term franchise starter. That’s the route taken in 
recent summers by Jordan Binnington, Connor Hellebuyck, Andrei Vasilevskiy and the like. 

Talks are expected to pick up shortly, with the Devils buying out Schneider and signing a suitable goalie 
mentor in Corey Crawford. 

“I was really surprised at Blackwood and how great a young goaltender he is,” Crawford said. 

Blackwood may wish to use Merzlikins’ two-year, $8-million bridge contract as a starting point. 

9. Tyler Bertuzzi 
Age: 25 
Position: Left wing 
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2019-20 salary cap hit: $1.4 million 
Arbitration rights: Yes — and filed 

Bargaining chips: Made first All-Star Game appearance. Back-to-back 21-goal, 47-point seasons. Skates 
nearly 20 minutes a night. Organization has invested seven years developing him into a first-line threat. 

The latest: One of the few bright spots on a sad-sack Red Wings, Bertuzzi has over-delivered on his two-
year, $2.8-million bridge pact signed back in 2018 and deserves a nice pay bump. 

Of the three pending RFA forwards GM Steve Yzerman still must make decisions on, Bertuzzi is the most 
essential. Yzerman has been busy rebuilding his roster through smart, low-risk UFA signings, while 
clearing out veterans through buyout (Justin Abdelkader) or simply letting them walk (Jimmy Howard, 
Trevor Daley, Jonathan Ericsson). 

Bertuzzi has 30-goal potential, brings grit to his game, and should be seen as a building block for a 
rebuild that needs as many as it can get. 

Negotiations with Yzerman have begun as the sides try to work out a deal prior to arbitration Oct. 25. 

10. Jake DeBrusk 
Age: 23 
Position: Left wing 
2019-20 salary cap hit: $863,333 
Arbitration rights: No 

Bargaining chips: Was on track for his second-consecutive 20-goal season and third-straight 40-point 
season. Playoff performer. First-round pick. Plays with an edge befitting of the Bruins’ identity. 

The latest: DeBrusk got off to a slow start in his platform year and finished with a career-low 35 points. 
The Bruins opted for bridge deals last summer with RFAs Charlie McAvoy and Brandon Carlo, and it 
makes a ton of sense for both sides to take that route again here. 

“I feel like secondary scoring has been the question mark since I’ve been here, so I feel like if I can help 
lead in that [category] during the playoffs, then that would be great,” DeBrusk told NBC Sports in late 
July. “The quarantine break before now has really changed my mindset on everything, and that includes 
[my contract]. I’m just happy to be here and happy to be here playing. 

“You want to score clutch goals and come up big in timely moments. It could be a blocked shot. 
Everybody wants to look at stats and production, but for me it’s about if I’m playing well. That’s what 
I’m focused on with [the contract].” 

As a second-line player, DeBrusk’s future has taken a back seat to the Bruins’ most significant decision: 
How to reshape their blue line? 

As a result, DeBrusk’s name has been zipping around the rumour mill of late, with everyone from 
Edmonton to Buffalo linked in trade interest. 

The Bruins hold $11 million in cap space after letting a stud like Torey Krug walk out the door. That’s 
more than enough to re-sign DeBrusk and Matt Grzelcyk, but Boston is still poking around the UFA 
market as well. 

11. Ryan Strome 
Age: 27 
Position: Centre / Right wing 
2019-20 salary cap hit: $3.1 million 
Arbitration rights: Yes — and filed 
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Bargaining chips: Crushed career highs in goals (18) and points (59) and was about to register his first 
20-goal, 60-point season. Logs nearly 20 minutes a night. Plus-21 on a non-playoff team. Top-five pick. 
Found quick chemistry alongside Artemi Panarin (but who doesn’t?). 

The latest: Strome is a perplexing case. The most senior guy on this list, he had mustered just one goal 
and one assist in 18 games with Edmonton in 2018-19 but has absolutely taken off since being traded 
back to New York City, proving more than capable of a top-six role. 

If you’re the Rangers, how much term do you give a forward whose numbers have fluctuated so wildly 
over the course of a career that’s toured through three franchises? 

“It’s definitely special to be a Ranger right now, and I’m really happy with where I’m at,” Strome told 
Sportsnet’s Gene Principe. 

Rangers insider Larry Brooks of the New York Post analyzed the Strome situation in April. 

“I’d expect the Blueshirts to keep Strome on a one-year deal, preferably without having to go through an 
unhelpful arbitration hearing,” Brooks writes. “It would give management more time in which to assess 
Strome’s value and to ruminate over the wisdom of signing him to a long-term deal. In the alternative, 
he would likely become a prime rental property heading into next year’s deadline.” 

Upon elimination, Strome said he was hopeful to remain a Ranger and will leave negotiations to his 
agent. 

Cautious of a big Strome pay day in arbitration, the Rangers at least debated not qualifying him but did 
so last week. 

As compelling an arbitration case as you’ll see this fall is scheduled for Nov. 5. 

12. Anthony Mantha 
Age: 26 
Position: Left wing / Right wing 
2019-20 salary cap hit: $3.3 million 
Arbitration rights: Yes — but did not file 

Bargaining chips: Puts up the same points per game (0.88) as Barzal. Plays nearly 19 minutes a night. 
Managed 38 points in 2019-20 despite being hampered with injuries. Consecutive 24-goal, 48-point 
efforts in 2017-18 and 2018-19. 

The latest: When healthy, Mantha is a beastly winger and dependable contributor to Detroit’s top six. 
The drawback here is an injury history that has prevented Mantha from playing more than 70 games in 
all but one of his five pro years. 

“It will be complicated, I think,” Mantha told The Detroit News of his upcoming negotiation with 
Yzerman. “But it’s not in my power. My power is to play hockey. My agent and Stevie are going to talk. 
Maybe they’ve started. I don’t even know. 

“It’s hard to base right now. I played 40 games this year. I missed so many games, so it’s hard to go for 
the extension before the end of the year. We’ll see in the off-season. 

“Hopefully it goes quick and I’ll be here for a long time.” 

Yzerman recently confirmed that, yes, extension talks have begun. 

13. Connor Brown 
Age: 26 
Position: Right wing 
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2019-20 salary cap hit: $2.1 million 
Arbitration rights: Yes — and filed 

Bargaining chips: Just posted a career-best 27 assists and 43 points despite shortened season. Averaged 
more than 20 minutes a night in 2019-20, a career high. Scored 20 goals as a rookie. Excellent penalty 
killer. Versatile — can play up and down lineup, both wings. Emerging leader and hardworking pro on a 
young team. Great relationship with head coach D.J. Smith. Strong possession metrics despite starting 
vast majority of shifts in D-zone. 

The latest: “A big part of it is just the belief in me that was given,” Brown said of his fit in Ottawa, 
following his trade out of Toronto. “It’s been nice to find that in myself and find that in my game.” 

The workhorse Brown finished just one point behind Brady Tkachuk for the Sens’ team lead in scoring 
this past season, emerging as one of Ottawa’s most important and consistent players in all situations. 

Brown is only a year away from UFA eligibility, but the Sens should try to position him as a tone-setting 
veteran as they come out of their rebuild. 

If the Sens want Brown long term, however, they’ll need to get something in ink prior to Oct. 22’s 
arbitration date. 

Pierre Dorion already split ties with RFA-turned-UFA Anthony Duclair and cap space is no issue. 
Someone’s gotta hang around, aright? 

    I’ve already written about why Brown is an important piece for the rebuild. 

    He’s a solid player. Steady. Good veteran leader. You know what you’re going to get from Connor 
Brown on daily basis. 

14. Devon Toews 
Age: 26 
Position: Defence 
2019-20 salary cap hit: $700,000 
Arbitration rights: Yes — and filed 

Bargaining chips: Strong underlying numbers logging top-four minutes. Key role player in contributing to 
the Islanders’ trip to the conference final. Career-high six goals and 28 points in regular season. Bumped 
production rate to 10 points in 22 playoff contests. Colorado has already invested two picks to get him. 

The latest: A tough pandemic loss for the Islanders here. 

Colorado Avalanche GM Joe Sakic swooped in and took advantage of Lamoriello up against the cap this 
week, paying two second-round selections (2021 and 2022) for a fine top-four, left-shot defender whose 
best days are probably still ahead. 

“Devon is a smart, two-way, puck-moving defenseman who plays 20-plus minutes a night,” Sakic said. 
“He is a durable defender who is excellent in transition, and we are excited to add him to our blue line.” 

Sakic has already re-signed RFAs Andre Burakovsky, Valeri Nichushkin and Ryan Graves. 

Why wouldn’t Toews commit to an exciting group that could boost his offensive numbers and 
legitimately contend for the Stanley Cup in 2021? 

Arbitration is scheduled for Oct. 31. 

15. Denis Gurianov 
Age: 23 
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Position: Left wing 
2019-20 salary cap hit: $894,166 
Arbitration rights: No 

Bargaining chips: Only 20-goal scorer on the Stars roster in 2019-20. Made several Calder ballots despite 
averaging under 13 minutes of ice time per night. Power-play weapon. Key contributor to Dallas’s rip to 
the Cup Final (nine goals, 17 points in post-season). First-round pick. 

The latest: RFA centre Radek Faksa (five years at $3.25 million) was Jim Nill’s priority signing this month. 
Now the GM must take care of business with 23-year-old forwards Gurianov and Roope Hintz. 

Seems manageable with $6.7 million in cap space. 

What will be interesting here is term. 

Do you take a safe bridge? Or try to lock up an emerging star like Gurianov early, knowing he’s on track 
succeed 34-year-old Alexander Radulov as the organization’s top-line right wing? 

More notable RFAs: Victor Olofsson, Philippe Myers, Roope Hintz, Jesper Bratt, Dylan Strome, Chris 
Tierney, Jake Virtanen, MacKenzie Weegar, Adam Gaudette, Andrew Mangiapane, Ilya Mikheyev, Vince 
Dunn, Ethan Bear, Matt Grzelcyk, Linus Ullmark, Alexandar Georgiev, Nolan Patrick, Erik Cernak, Travis 
Dermott, Luke Kunin, Jack Roslovic, Warren Foegele, Vladislav Gavrikov, Julius Honka 
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The Athletic / Sports TV ratings are a lot healthier than the critics are likely to 
point out 
By Daniel Kaplan and Bill Shea – October 16, 2020 

 

LeBron James’ victory cigar was barely extinguished before one of the post-series subplots surrounding 
the 2020 NBA Finals began to take shape. After the Lakers vanquished the Heat on Sunday to win the 
17th title in franchise history, plenty of attention shifted to how the six-game series performed in the 
television ratings. 

With the finals airing at the same time as the MLB playoffs and NFL regular season for the first time in 
history, the series averaged just short of 7.5 million viewers on ABC, making it the lowest-rated finals 
since such record keeping began in 1988, according to Sports Business Daily. 

That 49 percent TV ratings drop from last year’s NBA finals was hardly unique. Similar trends have been 
present across the board in 2020, ranging from U.S. Open tennis (45 percent), U.S. Open golf (42 
percent), Stanley Cup final (61 percent), Kentucky Derby (43 percent), college football (30 percent) and 
even a roughly 10 percent drop in the first five weeks of the NFL season. 

From this data set, the landscape of sports TV ratings appears damning, with record-breaking rating 
declines and unheard of low viewerships.  

Ratings have become easy fodder in the nation’s raging culture wars. A Google search for “NBA ratings” 
returns multiple posts from conservative media and their proxies. They trumpet the declines as proof 
that social justice displays by NBA players and the league have turned off millions of fans. The president 
trolled the NBA about its ratings in a tweet earlier this week and U.S. Sen. Ted Cruz (R-Texas) and Dallas 
Mavericks owner Mark Cuban have bickered publicly about the ratings. 

“I need a cleaner environment to make these kinds of sweeping generalizations one way or another,” 
said media consultant Patrick Crakes, meaning 2020 is a year unlike any and has little utility in 
comparing to past seasons. “I think whatever the impact is from the political conversation is something 
that has to be researched through primary studies, primary research studies, strategic primary research 
studies, and sorted out, but I don’t think its impact is showing up in the viewing.” 

The fact is that overall sports TV consumption is up year over year, according to Nielsen, and compared 
to all other TV programming – except news – sports is easily in a league of its own, including the NBA. 
U.S. Open golf, the Indy 500, the Stanley Cup, and Kentucky Derby all suffered major declines, and had 
little to no social justice platforms (the other sport mentioned above, U.S. Open tennis, embraced social 
justice themes.) There are just more sports on TV than usual, and so the audience fragments. 

The Lakers’ Game 6 clincher airing against Sunday Night Football is a prime example. The NBA game 
averaged 8.2 million viewers while the NFL matchup between the Seahawks and Vikings averaged 15 
million on NBC. 

“What is ridiculous is to pretend the NBA is alone in this and not suffering from the same conditions as 
other leagues,” said Sports Media Watch founder Jon Lewis, who has monitored and analyzed TV sports 
ratings since 2006. “The NBA is suffering from the exact same conditions as other sports and leagues. If 
it was just the NBA, there might be more of an argument.” 

https://theathletic.com/2138906/2020/10/15/sports-tv-ratings-nba-lakers-heat-lebron-james-nfl/
https://theathletic.com/2138906/2020/10/15/sports-tv-ratings-nba-lakers-heat-lebron-james-nfl/
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In drilling down into more specific audience demographics coveted by advertisers, the NBA was the 
most-viewed programming on 30 of its 41 playoff game nights among adults age 18 to 49, and on 34 of 
the 41 nights among males age 18 to 49. 

There’s also the reality that nearly every form of scripted entertainment on TV is withering, leaving 
sports and news as the most-watched programming categories (“Saturday Night Live” was the only top 
40 show last week that was not of the two genres). The top cable news networks – CNN, MSNBC and Fox 
News – that offer round-the-clock coverage saw a 72 percent leap in viewership last week versus the 
same week in 2019, the Associated Press reported. From 2011 to 2019 across the big four networks, 
according to Octagon, aggregate sports viewership declined 0.1 percent, compared to 22 percent for all 
other programming.  

“What we’ve been talking about for a number of years is this idea that the whole business of television 
is separating along lines of live content and pre-produced content,” said Mike Mulvihill, head of strategy 
at Fox Sports. “So we’re now in a situation where traditional TV, which was already becoming more and 
more about premium sports and news coverage, has only come to be even more dominated by 
premium sports and news coverage (as the pandemic shut down TV show productions). And the on-
demand world is increasingly taking control of entertainment programming. If you look at the kinds of 
content that are drawing the biggest audiences right now, of the 20 most-watched shows of the fall, 18 
of them are NFL games.  

“Another was the presidential debate, and another was the vice-presidential debate. When you look at 
the most-watched shows of any given week, it is always entirely dominated by live sports and news at 
the top of that ranking.” 

Still, these are steep declines–and what to make of baseball, which had a small increase in the regular 
season, with more uneven results thus far in the playoffs. MLB’s shortened season made each game 
important and the widened playoffs certainly helped. And critics like Cruz might note that MLB did not 
cloak itself in social justice platforms as prominently as the NBA, although they did cancel a handful of 
games at the end of August in the wake of the Jacob Blake shooting in Kenosha, Wisc. But neither did 
the NHL – who also postponed two days worth of playoff games during that time – and the Stanley Cup 
was down more than the NBA Finals. 

“I would agree that some viewers have tuned out for this reason, and that is a shame,” Dan Cohen, who 
leads Octagon’s global media consulting group, said via e-mail. “However, I would argue that there are a 
handful of consumer trend data points that are playing a far greater role in the recent NBA declines. Has 
the hashtag #GoWokeGoBroke theme gained mainstream media attention and incited changes in some 
media consumption? Yes. But it’s not the No. 1 or No. 3 reason why NBA ratings are what they are this 
year. It’s a lot sexier to write headlines about the impact of social justice advocacy on NBA ratings than it 
is to write about the erosion of the pay-TV ecosystem or the congested programming schedule of this 
year’s NBA playoffs.” 

Those measurements are even tougher to gauge with so many other factors in play. Many sports were 
pushed into untraditional windows that threw off fans’ Circadian sports rhythm, and there is only so 
much viewers can consume with a glut of offerings. Notably, the two sports with the best results so far – 
the NFL and MLB – are playing in their traditional windows. Throw in the presidential election, the 
pandemic, and it’s tough to compare this year to others. 
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That’s backed up with new polling from Marist College published this week, which shows that 35 
percent of fans say pandemic concerns and 20 percent say election coverage have decreased their live 
sports broadcast consumption. 46 percent of self-described sports fans in the poll report spending less 
time watching live sports broadcasts than in the past, Marist said in a statement. 

“We don’t see anything in the ratings for the NFL or for baseball, to indicate any kind of political 
backlash, you know, we can look at those ratings, broken out by a long list of characteristics, you know, 
geographic region, the size of the market, your household income, the level of education of the head of 
your household, and there’s nothing in the composition of the NFL audience that suggests any kind of 
political backlash,” Mulvihill said. “The audience is smaller than it was a year ago. But that’s not being 
driven by any one type of person. So there’s no characteristic that you would point to and say, `Okay, 
this characteristic is watching a lot less football and maybe that’s tied to a political response.’” 

Veteran TV analyst and consultant Lee Berke, president and CEO of Scarsdale, N.Y.-based LHB Sports, 
Entertainment & Media Inc., agrees.  

“I’m not seeing a correlation between ratings performance and commitment to social justice. Fans want 
to see this as a part of their experience. You want to attract the next generation of fans. You have to 
demonstrate those values to attract and keep a new fan base. Some fans were turned off, but far more 
were attracted. 

“The people that are handwringing about it or imparting some lesson here, there are certainly things 
that have thrived. WNBA ratings have gone up,” Berke said. 

The NBA and live sports are filling TV schedules starved for other content – the pandemic halted a lot of 
Hollywood’s productions – and putting up mostly decent numbers in that context. The networks would 
be far worse off without live sports — something expected to help the ratings-strapped NHL cash in as it 
negotiates its next TV rights deal. 

Cuban, who declined to speak with The Athletic, told Sports Business Radio last week that he doesn’t 
even understand the fascination with TV ratings.  

“The reason ratings exist is for advertisers to make decisions on where to advertise. If you’re an NBA fan 
or not an NBA fan, I don’t know why you would care about it. Are you enjoying the games? Or are you 
not? You know, and if we want to have a discussion about the presentation, that’s great. If you want to 
have a discussion about, you know, different features of a broadcast, that’s great, too. But to me, I 
mean, it’s just more partisanship… when people decide to talk about the NBA ratings for better or 
worse, or NHL or NFL. NFL…they’re trying to make up typically a political point. And, you know, to 
me…it’s fun for me sometimes to argue on Twitter because you get people who try to troll you and 
don’t really know what they’re talking about. So it can be fun as a competitive side of me, but it’s really 
a useless event. If you think about it, it serves absolutely no purpose.” 

Mulvihill, whose life is ratings, agrees with Cuban in that the discussion about ratings during the 
pandemic misses the bigger picture of sports leading the re-emergence of society. Movies and artistic 
theaters remain closed, as do other wide swaths of American society. But sports like the NBA found a 
way. 

“The larger picture, what the NFL and every professional sports league isn’t getting enough credit for is 
that these events are happening at all,” he said. “Like if you look across every sector of culture and 
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entertainment, the only business that has really found a way to go forward through some combination 
of ingenuity and determination and investment of capital is really sports. 

“I mean, entertainment production is essentially shut down, Broadway shut down, and said they’re 
going to be shut down through the middle of next year, there are no new movies coming out, there are 
no concerts to go to. And so I think we’re a little bit over-focused on ratings being down six percent, 
eight percent, whatever it is week to week, and not focused enough just on the fact that sports have 
really made an enormous effort to lead the American comeback.” 
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Sportsnet.ca / NHL Off-Season Power Rankings: Hate It or Love It Edition 
By Luke Fox – October 16, 2020 
 

Monster signings, juicy trades and two weeks have passed since Steven Stamkos hoisted sport's most 
storied chalice, officially triggering hockey's first off-season in autumn. 

With a loaded draft class, a couple intriguing free-agency decisions, coaches fired and hired, and RFA 
negotiations as tricky as ever, the league has undergone some drastic roster shuffling under a flattened 
salary cap. 

We step back to evaluate the NHL landscape and rank the moves its 31 general managers have made so 
far this summer/ fall in our annual NHL Off-Season Power Rankings: Hate It or Love It Edition. 

Word to 50 Cent and The Game. 

While there's still plenty of time to tinker and trade, and a Manila envelope is stuffed with unsettled 
arbitration cases, some clubs have improved for the better and others have taken a step back — on 
paper, of course. 

All teams have been ranked from one through 31, according to off-season performance only. This is not 
an order of strength heading into 2020-21 -- we'll get around to that at training camp -- but strictly an 
assessment of recent front office moves. 

1. Colorado Avalanche 
Love it: Joe Sakic becomes the latest GM to win a Brandon Saad trade. Swiping top-four defenceman 
Devon Toews from the cap-crunched Isles for picks. Rewarding Ryan Graves, Andre Burakovsky and 
Valeri Nichushkin for their career years without going overboard on term. 

Hate it: Not convinced Philipp Grubauer and Pavel Francouz is a Cup-winning duo in net. 

2. Buffalo Sabres 
Love it: Eric Staal trade is a clear win in our books. Taylor Hall should boost Jack Eichel’s mood. Cody 
Eakin one of the better under-the-radar UFA signings. A league-minimum flyer on Tobias Rieder. Coach 
Ralph Krueger becoming a selling point in Buffalo. Brandon Montour (one year, $3.85 million) needing to 
prove it. 

Hate it: Goaltending has not been upgraded. Key RFAs Sam Reinhart, Victor Olofsson and Linus Ullmark 
still unsigned. 

3. Calgary Flames 
Love it: Securing the best available goalie on the market, Jacob Markstrom, and giving the franchise its 
first long-term bona fide No. 1 since Miika Kiprusoff. Chris Tanev’s injection of heart, soul and defence. 
Brad Treliving’s double trade-down on the draft “floor.” Louis Domingue ($700,000) as an inexpensive 
third-string netminder. 

Hate it: So many names floated in trade rumours without actually moving. Wondering if there is enough 
offence here to get the job done. 

4. Washington Capitals 
Love it: Hendrix Lapierre at 22nd overall could be steal of the draft. No-nonsense veteran coach Peter 
Laviolette stepping to the plate. Giving Henrik Lundqvist the perfect landing spot at the perfect cap hit 

https://www.sportsnet.ca/nhl/nhl-off-season-power-rankings-improve-2020/
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($1.5 million). Re-upping Brenden Dillon for less than $4 million per season. Right-shot defenceman 
Trevor van Riemsdyk sliding in for $800,000. 

Hate it: Sad goodbyes for Braden Holtby. Rumours that Capitals didn’t take bubble playoffs seriously 
enough. Alex Ovechkin still unsigned for 2021-22. Seeing youngsters like Chandler Stephenson and 
Andre Burakovsky hit their stride in other markets. 

5. New Jersey Devils 
Love it: Removing GM Tom Fitzgerald’s interim tag. Not trading Kyle Palmieri yet, because he could be 
one valuable deadline piece. Taking advantage of the Maple Leafs and buying low on 20-goal guy 
Andreas Johnsson. Ryan Murray for (checks notes) a fifth-rounder?! Upgrading the Cor(e)y mentor 
goalie role from Schneider to Crawford. 

Hate it: Jersey hasn’t given us an offer sheet yet, despite Mike Futa’s leak that it was something 
ownership was definitely interested in. 

6. Toronto Maple Leafs 
Love it: Great value in Kasperi Kapanen trade by striking early. T.J. Brodie could be the best partner 
Morgan Rielly has ever had. Zach Bogosian, Wayne Simmonds, Jason Spezza, Jimmy Vesey, Travis Boyd, 
Alexander Barabanov, Mikko Lehtonen and Aaron Dell each at $1.5 million or less brings an influx of low-
risk depth. 

Hate it: Andreas Johnsson traded at low value. Travis Dermott feeling a roster squeeze before he 
reaches full potential. 

7. Vegas Golden Knights 
Love it: The nerve of owner Bill Foley to shoot for the stars — and hit. Alex Pietrangelo and Shea 
Theodore could be Canada’s top pairing at the 2022 Olympics. Robin Lehner finally landing a deal with 
term. 

Hate it: Sold Nate Schmidt at pennies on the dollar. Failed to trade Marc-Andre Fleury despite dangling 
picks and salary retention, which results in a very good but very expensive tandem ($12 million). May 
miss Paul Stastny more than they think. Too many core players chucked into rumour mill. 

8. New York Rangers 
Love it: Not wasting any time signing lottery windfall Alexis Lafreniere to his entry-level deal. Braden 
Schneider at 19th overall isn’t too shabby either. Taking a one-year flyer on Jack Johnson for $1.15 
million. 

Hate it: Seeing Henrik Lundqvist play his final game as a Ranger in a building without fans. Carrying $13 
million cap space in dead buyout money. Getting jacked by Steve Yzerman, who stole a second-round 
pick by taking Marc Staal’s contract. The potential of arbitration cases Anthony DeAngelo, Ryan Strome 
and Alexandar Georgiev vaulting the club into cap hell. 

9. Columbus Blue Jackets 
Love it: Turn RFA Josh Anderson into a more offensive talent (Max Domi) without needing to over-
commit on term. Stockpiling goaltending depth at team-friendly salaries. Mikko Koivu at $1.5 million. 

Hate it: Alexander Wennberg not living up to his potential. Ryan Murray traded away for next to 
nothing. No. 1 centre Pierre-Luc Dubois thus far unemployed for 2020-21. 
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10. Florida Panthers 
Love it: Bill Zito wasting precisely zero time putting his stamp on the roster. Finding a Mike Matheson 
buyer and bringing in a heart-and-soul guy like Patric Hornqvist. Bargain buys Vinnie Hinostroza, 
Alexander Wennberg and Carter Verhaeghe. 

Hate it: Putting MacKenzie Weegar on the block. Watching offensive weapons (Mike Hoffman, Evgenii 
Dadonov) walk for free when they likely could’ve been dealt at the deadline for decent returns. 

11. Winnipeg Jets 
Love it: Paul Stastny trade fills Bryan Little void and may keep Patrik Laine happy for another year. Dylan 
DeMelo eschewing free agency to re-up in Winnipeg at fair value. Nathan Beaulieu, Derek Fobort and 
Luca Sbisa depth signings guard against blue line injuries. 

Hate it: Sounds like Laine — like Jacob Trouba before him — is not long for the Jets, and Kevin 
Cheveldayoff is under pressure to win a trade that may be impossible to win. Was Laurent Brossoit the 
best backup goaltending option the Jets could land? 

12. Ottawa Senators 
Love it: Making all of the draft picks. Killer prospect pool. Evgenii Dadonov's 25-goal, 70-point potential 
for three prime UFA years at $15 million. Cap space for days. Josh Brown’s AAV. 

Hate it: Erik Gudbranson’s cap hit. A ton of money and term given to Matt Murray in a crowded goalie 
market. Whatever went sideways with Anthony Duclair. Unfinished business with Connor Brown and 
Chris Tierney. Worrying if Brady Tkachuk wants to hang around long-term. 

13. Edmonton Oilers 
Love it: Tyson Barrie was the best reasonably priced power-play quarterback available to slide in for the 
injured Oscar Klefbom. More Tyler Ennis. With lowered 3C expectations, Kyle Turris has a chance to 
revive a sagging career. Jesse Puljujarvi lives! 

Hate it: In a buyers’ market for goalies, the Oilers are running it back with Mikko Koskinen, 32, and Mike 
Smith, 38. Andreas Athanasiou going unqualified cements the trade as a loss. Will Oilers regret giving up 
depth defender Matt Benning? 

14. Detroit Red Wings 
Love it: Holding six picks in the first three rounds of the 2021 draft. Recruiting an influx of NHL-calibre 
players — Troy Stecher, Thomas Griess, Sam Gagner, Bobby Ryan, Vladislav Namestnikov, Marc Staal — 
without committing term. Weaponizing cap space for the Staal deal. Still holding $18.7 million below the 
ceiling. 

Hate it: Tyler Bertuzzi and Anthony Mantha still unsigned. Buyout of Justin Abdelkader will be on the 
books until 2026. We’re still waiting on a thunderbolt move from Steve Yzerman — Mikhail Sergachev 
offer sheet? Patience is the prudent course, but it’s not fun for headlines. 

15. Montreal Canadiens 
Love it: Kaiden Guhle at 16th overall. Tyler Toffoli at a $4.25-million cap hit. Jeff Petry re-upping early. 
Karl Alzner buyout freeing up space. Jake Allen already agreeing to a paycut in 2021-22. Locking up 
Brendan Gallagher just when everyone thought things were about to get ugly. 

Hate it: In comparison to the rest of the market, Josh Anderson and Joel Edmundson may end up being 
overpays. Dangling a Phillip Danault trade. 
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16. Dallas Stars 
Love it: Veteran Anton Khudobin getting financially rewarded for a tour de force post-season. Rick 
Bowness deciding his own future. Disgruntled RFA Julius Honka interested in coming back to North 
America, a la Jesse Puljujarvi. Reasonable Andrej Sekera extension (two years at $1.5 million). 

Hate it: Looking at the age of the top six and wondering if they came two wins short of their best shot at 
lifting a Stanley Cup. Quiet depth drain up front, as Corey Perry and Mattias Janmark leave. 

17. Los Angeles Kings 
Love it: Quinton Byfield becoming the highest-drafted Black NHL player in history, getting shoutouts 
from Magic Johnson and Snoop Dogg. Acquiring Olli Maata on the cheap to eat back-end minutes. Not 
rushing the rebuild. 

Hate it: Kings have $13.6 million in cap space, and we wonder if they cannot weaponize it better to take 
advantage of the desperate cap-strapped opponents. Realizing the final years of Drew Doughty and 
Anze Kopitar’s prime might be going waste. 

18. St. Louis Blues 
Love it: Kyle Clifford (two years at $1 million) plays Blues hockey. Torey Krug is not as good as Alex 
Pietrangelo, but he’s younger, he helps with lefty-righty balance, he is a power-play maestro — and he 
comes $2.3 million cheaper every year. 

Hate it: Vladimir Tarasenko is still hurt, and no scoring help is on the way. Jake Allen carried a high cap 
hit for a backup, but can Ville Husso deliver as many wins? Alexander Steen (IR) may have already played 
his final NHL game. 

19. Philadelphia Flyers 
Love it: Erik Gustafsson for one year. Brian Elliott coming back to support Carter Hart. 

Hate it: Have yet to see a move that makes the roster decidedly better than last year’s. Matt Niskanen’s 
early retirement. Philippe Myers not signed yet. 

20. Boston Bruins 
Love it: Craig Smith for three years at $3.1 million should be swell value. Bruins still rumoured to be in 
the mix for UFA scoring help. 

Hate it: So many surgeries necessary for key players. Blue line taking a hit with Torey Krug and Zdeno 
Chara off the roster. The uncertainty surrounding Jake DeBrusk. 

21. Anaheim Ducks 
Love it: Getting something in return (a fifth-rounder) for Erik Gudbranson’s cumbersome contract. Kevin 
Shattenkirk getting rewarded with term after a stellar prove-it showing in Tampa. Defence prospect 
Jamie Drysdale at sixth-overall in the draft. 

Hate it: John Gibson still doesn’t have an NHL backup. Road back to relevance still feels like a long one. 

22. Vancouver Canucks 
Love it: Nate Schmidt for a song. Quickly reacting to Jacob Markstrom loss and securing Braden Holtby 
short-term and sans expansion protection as a fantastic mentor/partner for Thatcher Demko. 

Hate it: With Markstrom, Chris Tanev, Tyler Toffoli and Troy Stecher all departing, it’s difficult to argue 
that the once-rising Canucks have not gotten worse over the past week. Jake Virtanen could make ’em 
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pay too much in arbitration. Loui Eriksson and Sven Baertchi are still on the books. Bottom six weighing 
down the cap picture. 

23. Pittsburgh Penguins 
Love it: Jack Johnson buyout means admitting to past mistakes. League-minimum deals for Mark 
Jankowski and Evan Rodrigues may pan out. 

Hate it: Matt Murray trade return doesn’t feel like enough for No. 1, Cup-champion goalie. A first-
rounder for Kasperi Kapanen looks steep in retrospect. How will trading Patric Hornqvist for Mike 
Matheson sit in the room? 

24. Minnesota Wild 
Love it: Kirill Kaprizov finally ready to set North America on fire. Power forward Jordan Greenway 
extended. Commitment to Jonas Brodin gives defensive defencemen everywhere hope. Already holding 
Pittsburgh’s first- and third-round picks in 2021 draft. Nick Bonino is a fine stopgap up the middle. 

Hate it: Eric Staal for Marcus Johansson. Matt Dumba is still totally getting traded, right? Giving Cam 
Talbot $11 million in a flooded goalie market. 

25. Tampa Bay Lightning 
Love it: Stanley Cup banner coming soon. Role players Pat Maroon and Luke Schenn rewarded for 
delivering on one-year rental deals. 

Hate it: Tyler Johnson on waivers. Steven Stamkos trade-bait rumour. Mikhael Sergachev, Anthony 
Cirelli and Eric Cernak still unsettled. Losing Carter Verhaeghe for nothing. 

26. Nashville Predators 
Love it: Value signing depth pieces Matt Benning, Brad Richardson and Nick Cousins. Cutting losses with 
Kyle Turris, an ill fit. 

Hate it: Losing Mikael Granlund and Crag Smith for nothing. Still wondering which forwards are going to 
drive enough offence here. 

27. New York Islanders 
Love it: By letting good soldiers and solid playoff performers Andy Greene and Matt Martin test free 
agency, they may be lured back at a lower cost. 

Hate it: Mathew Barzal and Ryan Pulock are unsigned. Patiently developing Devon Toews into a sure-fire 
top-four defender, then trading him for a couple second-round picks. No offence injection… yet. Aging 
vets Johnny Boychuk ($6 million) and Andrew Ladd ($5.5 million) still taxing the cap picture. 

28. San Jose Sharks 
Love it: Doug Wilson’s loyalty to Kevin Labanc is commendable in a cutthroat business. Reports that Erik 
Karlsson is back to 100 per cent health. If/when Patrick Marleau breaks Gordie Howe’s record, he’ll do it 
in teal. Matt Nieto for the league minimum. 

Hate it: Doug Wilson’s loyalty to Kevin Labanc might actually set the Sharks back. Placing your return-to-
playoffs faith in a Martin Jones–Devan Dubnyk tandem like it’s 2017. 

29. Chicago Blackhawks 
Love it: Only bridging Calder finalist Dominik Kubalik after he posted a 19.1 shooting percentage as a 30-
goal rookie. Mattias Janmark should be worth every penny of his $2.25 million. 
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Hate it: Brandon Saad for Nikita Zadorov. Disgruntled Jonathan Toews. Betting on the inexperienced 
goaltending duo of Collin Delia and Malcolm Subban to carry the day. 

30. Carolina Hurricanes 
Love it: At least they got an asset for Joel Edmundson’s negotiating rights. 

Hate it: Justin Williams leaves the NHL poorer in his absence. Exciting team on the rise has cap space and 
has yet to take a discernable step forward this off-season. Quiet UFA leaking of depth from blue line 
(Sami Vatanen, Trevor van Riemsdyk, Edmundson). Futures of stars Dougie Hamilton and Andrei 
Svechnikov up in the air. Kicking tires in the goalie market (Markstrom, Frederik Andersen) but not 
coming away with an upgrade. 

31. Arizona Coyotes 
Love it: Darcy Kuemper not traded. Adin Hill extension. Gila River Arena to serve as voting centre. 

Hate it: The Oliver Ekman-Larsson saga. Michael Grabner buyout. Giving up so much for Taylor Hall, then 
losing him for nothing. Not finding a way to land a first-round draft pick — sinful for a franchise on the 
rebuild. 
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USA TODAY / NHL free agency winners, losers: Sabres stun with Taylor Hall; 
Blackhawks part ways with veterans 
By Jimmy Hascup and Mike Brehm – October 16, 2020 
 

The Vegas Golden Knights have had a busy offseason as they have tried to maintain their standing as an 
elite team while also moving around puzzle pieces to fit within a flat salary cap. They re-signed goalie 
Robin Lehner (five years, $25 million) and traded center Paul Stastny to the Winnipeg Jets. But their 
biggest move was adding the best available player in unrestricted free agency, defenseman Alex 
Pietrangelo (seven years, $61.6 million). 

They traded defenseman Nate Schmidt to the Vancouver Canucks and will need to make another move 
to get under the cap. Marc-Andre Fleury, who was on the trade block due to his $7 million cap hit for 
two more seasons, won't be that person as general manager Kelly McCrimmon says the goalie is staying. 
It seems as if the number of goalies on the free-agent marketplace and Fleury's cost limited the Golden 
Knights' ability. 

The winners and losers of the early portion of the NHL's free agency period: 

WINNERS 
Buffalo Sabres: Rumors circulated so loudly earlier this offseason about Jack Eichel being traded that 
general manager Kevyn Adams addressed it, saying he had "no intention of shopping" him. Not only did 
the Sabres keep Eichel, they did him one better by signing Taylor Hall, the best forward on the market, 
to a one-year, $8 million contract to play on Eichel's line. Hall, who has said his goal is to win, now will 
be highly motivated to play well and cash in next offseason, when, hopefully, the salary cap increases 
and teams have more money to spend. The Sabres have also bolstered their roster  by trading for center 
Eric Staal and signing forwards Cody Eakin and Curtis Lazar and defenseman Brandon Montour. 

Jacob Markstrom, Calgary Flames: Plenty of goaltenders were available in free agency, and Braden 
Holtby (Canucks) and Corey Crawford (Devils) ended up taking pay cuts. Not Markstrom, 29. He turned 
an All-Star season and strong playoffs into a six-year, $36 million contract that will pay him $8 million in 
the third and fourth years of the deal. 

Toronto Maple Leafs: GM Kyle Dubas entered this offseason with the goal of improving the team's 
toughness and making them harder to play against. Even though that was probably accomplished via the 
signings of forward Wayne Simmonds and defenseman Zach Bogosian, it's the addition of T.J. Brodie 
(four years, $20 million) that could have the biggest payoff. Brodie, a left-handed shooter who prefers 
the right side, is a very good defender.  

Dallas Stars: They held on to goalie Anton Khudobin after his strong playoff performance and for a 
reasonable $3.33 million cap hit. His presence is important because Ben Bishop has had injury issues. 
They also re-signed forward Radek Faska for five years and defenseman Andrei Sekera for two and 
appear to have enough money left to sign restricted free agent forwards Denis Gurianov and Roope 
Hintz. Mark Pysyk is a reasonable pickup if defenseman Stephen Johns is out long-term. 

Detroit Red Wings: GM Steve Yzerman is sticking to the rebuild. He signed forward Bobby Ryan and 
defenseman Jon Merrill to one-year deals, and traded for defenseman Marc Staal, who has a year left on 

https://www.usatoday.com/story/sports/nhl/2020/10/15/nhl-rumors-free-agency-winners-losers-led-sabres-taylor-hall/3616310001/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/sports/nhl/2020/10/15/nhl-rumors-free-agency-winners-losers-led-sabres-taylor-hall/3616310001/
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his deal. They can be dealt later for younger assets. Goalie Thomas Greiss is an upgrade in net, and 
defenseman Troy Stecher signed for two years. 

LOSERS 
Fans: October 9, the day unrestricted free agency opened, was dull. Only a fraction of USA TODAY's top 
25 free agents were signed and none of the top three. Some still remain unsigned. The coronavirus 
pandemic not only curtailed teams' spending as the salary cap stayed flat, it also prevented players from 
interacting with prospective franchises like they normally would. There's no doubt the pace of signings is 
slower than usual. 

Arizona Coyotes: They gave up a first-round pick last season to land Taylor Hall and he signed 
elsewhere. And they will be without a first-round pick next year as an NHL punishment for violating 
combine scouting procedures. That sanction included the loss of this year’s second-round pick. The 
Coyotes didn’t draft until the fourth round. 

Chicago Blackhawks: The Blackhawks looked to be on the rise after a qualifying-round upset of the 
Oilers. But that changed after Corey Crawford left in free agency and top-six forward Brandon Saad was 
traded to the Avalanche. Goalies Malcolm Subban and Collin Delia have a combined 84 NHL 
appearances. “A lot of this comes as a shock because it’s a completely different direction than we 
expected,” captain Jonathan Toews told the Athletic. 

Tyler Johnson, Tampa Bay Lightning: Johnson, who has a no-trade clause but lacks a no-movement 
clause, was placed on waivers because of the team's salary cap crunch. No one claimed him because he 
has four years left on his deal at a $5 million cap hit. He and the team could try to work out a trade, but 
the uncertainty must be tough on Johnson so soon after his first Stanley Cup victory.  

New York Rangers: It’s hard to argue against the youth and early returns on the rebuild, but the free 
agency period has brought some questions. Even if they are handicapped by the salary cap, the cost of 
veteran depth pieces to date have not been exorbitant. So it’s a bit perplexing to see them sign 
defenseman Jack Johnson, who has been subpar for years, for a season at $1.15 million and let winger 
Jesper Fast go. (three years, $6 million to the Hurricanes). New York wanted to gain experience and 
leadership after trading defenseman Marc Staal and buying out goalie Henrik Lundqvist's contract, but it 
still has questions at center and on how the pieces will fit on defense because its best ones are righties. 
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ESPN.com / NHL free agency 2020: Best players still available on the market 
By Greg Wyshynski - October 16, 2020 

 

The 2020 NHL free-agent frenzy has started to mellow out. The flat salary cap had teams scrambling to 
find the right fits under less-than-ideal financial conditions, leaving some free agents waiting to see if 
lucrative opportunities would still materialize. 

Here are the top 10 unrestricted free agents still on the market as of Thursday morning. Keep in mind 
we've left off a few big-name veterans, like Zdeno Chara, whose markets seem limited to one or two 
teams. Contract projections are courtesy of Evolving Hockey. 

1. Mike Hoffman, LW 
Age: 30 | 2019-20 cap hit: $5,187,500 
Previous team: Florida Panthers 

Hoffman is the best goal scorer still on the UFA market, with 65 goals in his past 151 games. If your team 
needs scoring on the wing, Hoffman is going to provide it; especially on the power play, where he has 
netted 28 goals in the past two seasons. But in his past three seasons, Hoffman has a combined minus-
9.2 defensive goals-prevented above average; he's a liability at 5-on-5, and that's been the case for 
years. But given his goal-scoring prowess, there's a market for him. The Boston Bruins, Columbus Blue 
Jackets, Nashville Predators and Carolina Hurricanes are all reportedly in the mix. 

2. Mikael Granlund, C 
Age: 28 | 2019-20 cap hit: $5.75 million 
Previous team: Nashville Predators 

Granlund generated only 19 goals and 17 assists in his 79 games with Nashville. A fresh start is 
necessary, and the team that signs Granlund will get a solid defender who is only two years removed 
from an 0.87 points-per-game season (and a 14.3 goals-scored above average). He is still in his prime, 
and because of that, don't look for much of a discount. Evolving Hockey has him at a $6.525 million AAV 
for whoever lands him. Columbus and Philadelphia have been mentioned as potential landing spots. 

3. Corey Perry, RW 
Age: 35 | 2019-20 cap hit: $1.5 million 
Previous team: Dallas Stars 

There have always been two sides to Corey Perry. There's the guy with 377 career goals, and there's the 
side with 1,180 career penalty minutes. To that we can add that at age 35, he's the guy with five goals in 
57 regular-season games in 2019-20 who then matched that total in 26 playoff games this postseason. 
But his offensive output remains in steep decline, with a shooting percentage far below league average. 

His value as a veteran on a contender has been fortified by the Dallas playoff run, and someone will 
want to add that at the right price. Perry, meanwhile, can afford to wait to pick his spot. 

4. Erik Haula, LW/C 
Age: 29 | 2019-20 cap hit: $2.750 million 
Previous team: Florida Panthers 

https://www.espn.com/nhl/story/_/id/30117968/nhl-free-agency-2020-best-players-available-market


49 
 

Haula had a remarkable season in 2017-18, with 29 goals and 26 assists. He hasn't come close to that 
production in the two seasons since, mostly due to injuries. When he's healthy, he can be an offensive 
asset but a defensive liability -- he's at minus-3.2 defensive goals above average over the past two 
seasons. 

He has drawn interest from his old mates, the Vegas Golden Knights, but making that money work will 
be tough. Given the market for forwards, could we see Haula fall in between the $2.25 million AAV of 
Cody Eakin (Buffalo) and the $3.1 million AAV of Craig Smith (Boston)? 

5. Sami Vatanen, D 
Age: 29 | 2019-20 cap hit: $4.875 million 
Previous team: Carolina Hurricanes 

It's peculiar that Vatanen hasn't been signed yet. Heck, over 30 of his UFA peers have gotten new 
contracts. Vatanen is a player who should produce more offensively for the roles in which he's been 
placed (50.1% offensive zone starts for the Devils in 2019-20) and should be better defensively for the 
amount of admiration he receives (he's been in the negative on possession for six straight seasons). 

He has also missed significant time the past two seasons to injury. Of course, the Devils were so terrible, 
there probably wasn't much to make him rush back. But after being acquired at the trade deadline by 
the Canes, he didn't make it back for any regular-season games, though he appeared in seven contests 
this postseason. There are going to be opportunities out there for him to make the $4.581 million AAV 
that Evolving Hockey projects for him. They may just not be with contending teams. 

6. Carl Soderberg, C 
Age: 35 | 2019-20 cap hit: $4.75 million 
Previous team: Arizona Coyotes 

Soderberg celebrated a birthday recently, turning 35 as he waited for his next NHL destination to 
materialize. He had one fairly productive campaign in the desert (35 points in 70 games). He's a durable 
player coming off a slight downtick of a season, especially on offense. But on a short-term deal, he could 
be an effective bottom-six center -- emphasis on "short-term deal." 

7. Ilya Kovalchuk, LW 
Age: 37 | 2019-20 cap hit: $700,000 
Previous team: Washington Capitals 

His 22 games with Montreal were actually outstanding (13 points, plus-6). His one assist in eight playoff 
games with Washington, not so much. Is there a market for a full season of a 37-year-old Kovalchuk, 
other than as an asset to flip at the trade deadline? For a team looking specifically at adding his 
offensive touch to its power play, while accepting his defensive liability, perhaps. 

Evolving Hockey predicts a $2.328 million AAV on a one-year deal for whoever signs him ... assuming he 
still wants to stick around the NHL. One note: The Canadiens just gave No. 17 to Josh Anderson, for 
those seeking that reunion. 

8. Travis Hamonic, D 
Age: 30 | 2019-20 cap hit: $3,857,143 
Previous team: Calgary Flames 
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The Philadelphia Flyers were among the teams that kicked the tires on Hamonic, but word is that he'd 
prefer to remain in Western Canada. There's a lot of respect for his "defensive defenseman" game and 
his work on the penalty kill, but three of the past four seasons have been beset by injuries. His strong 
2018-19, when he was at 55.5% expected goals, looks more and more like an anomaly given his 
underlying numbers in the past five seasons. But the market has been robust for veteran defensemen. 

9. Alex Galchenyuk, C 
Age: 26 | 2019-20 cap hit: $4.9 million 
Previous team: Minnesota Wild 

His next destination will be his fourth team in three seasons, after stops in Arizona, Pittsburgh and 
Minnesota. Last season was supposed to be a resurgence; instead, he was a spare part in Pittsburgh 
before scoring seven points in 14 games with Minnesota, for a career-low 0.41 points per game. It feels 
like he's in line for a one-year "show me" contract for a team, and Evolving Hockey predicts a $1.498 
million cap hit. Galchenyuk has a 30-goal season on his ledger, but that was in 2015-16. Still, someone 
while take a chance to see if he can show an iota of that form again. 

10. Anthony Duclair, LW 
Age: 24 | 2019-20 cap hit: $1.65 million 
Previous team: Ottawa Senators 

The Duke was a restricted free agent, but the Senators walked away from him. He had a breakout 
season with 23 goals in 66 games, but the problem is that only two of them came in his last 29 games of 
the season. A talented winger that's still only 24 years old, he should find another home and a raise, but 
maybe not the raise he thought he would have gotten around last December. 


