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NHL goaltending depth has never been more important: Duhatschek notebook 

By Eric Duhatschek 

This has been life for goaltender Anton Forsberg during the 
last fortnight or so: 

Started training camp in Edmonton, with the Oilers, projected 
as their No. 3, but in a worldwide pandemic, you never know, 
right? Then claimed by the Carolina Hurricanes as part of the 
backup goalie shuffle that occurred around the annual NHL 
waiver draft. Forsberg had only just landed on the Carolina 
roster, when the Winnipeg Jets — who’d lost Eric Comrie on 
waivers to the New Jersey Devils — put in a claim for his 
services. So, Edmonton to Raleigh; Raleigh to Winnipeg; but 
thankfully, Forsberg was not obliged to leave Canada and 
deal with multiple border crossings, because the ink on the 
paperwork from the first claim hadn’t dried before the second 
one occurred. 

So … small blessings in a year when more than one NHL 
player is going to land in transactional limbo. 

So here we are, just more than a week into the NHL season, 
Forsberg has been on the roster of three clubs already; still 
has not played a minute of hockey; and is expected to get 
out of quarantine Saturday, assuming all goes well. 

The way the third-string goalie carousel has spun, who 
knows what might happen next? 

There was a legendary goaltender of the past named Gary 
Smith, who earned the nickname Suitcase because he 
played in the NHL for seven teams — eight if you count the 
Minnesota North Stars twice. 

Thus far in his NHL career, Forsberg has spent time in the 
Columbus, Chicago and Carolina organizations prior to 
signing with Edmonton this year. HockeyDB, the popular 
Internet site, doesn’t even list Edmonton as a destination on 
his hockey resume, because he didn’t actually suit up for the 
Oilers. It was the same for Comrie last year, who went from 
Winnipeg to Arizona on waivers; from Arizona to Detroit in a 
minor trade; and then back to Winnipeg, again on waivers. 

Like Forsberg, Comrie was seen this season as a viable 
option for any team looking for a goaltending insurance 
policy. Like Forsberg, Comrie still hasn’t seen any actual 
game action — and may not, now that Aaron Dell has also 
moved to New Jersey on waivers, this time via Toronto. 

These are people, not pieces on a chessboard, but right 
now, they look like pawns in the NHL’s version of “The 
Queen’s Gambit,” the popular Netflix show. 

I wondered: What might be going through your head, as 
you’re sitting in a hotel room, getting increasingly stale and 
less sharp, and not knowing whether you’re staying — or 
moving on again? 

“It would be tough on you mentally,” answered Jamie 
McLennan, the TSN hockey analyst, who spent the better 
part of his 11-year NHL career as a backup goalie and 

understands just how replaceable a part you can be in that 
role. 

According to McLennan, the first thing you need is a good 
agent. 

“That’s when your agent makes his money — he’s reaching 
out to the managers involved, asking them, ‘What’s the end 
game here?’ because you’re asking him, ‘What the hell is 
going on?’ 

“Usually, a lot of these managers are cognizant and 
respectful of the human side of things — and explain what 
the plan is. But it can also depend upon the relationship your 
agent has with the manager in question. Some guys will give 
you the straight scoop. Other guys will give you the company 
line. Your agent has to have a relationship with the league to 
find out, ‘Where is the path?’ 

“As a player, you’re not happy because you can’t work out. 
You’re just sitting there wondering, where am I going to end 
up? In the AHL? On the taxi squad? And with what 
organization? I’m sure there’s lots of frustration there.” 

Still, this appears to be the way of the NHL world in 2020-21, 
where goaltending depth has never been valued as highly. 

There are some around the league who believe having a 
quality No. 2 goalie is critical to any of the teams in the vast 
NHL middle that’s hoping to earn one of 16 playoff spots. 
The theory: If you don’t get any (or enough) wins out of your 
backup goalie, it could be the difference between making 
and missing the playoffs by the slimmest of margins. 

There are others who believe the opposite — that the nature 
of the 2020-21 schedule is such that they can rely even more 
heavily on a single starting goaltender to carry a greater 
netminding load because the travel, for a lot of teams, is 
lighter than usual. 

McLennan places himself in the camp of the former, 
believing most teams “are going to get, from their starters, 
consistent results. It’s your back-up that has to be .500 or 
better. 

“Darryl Sutter used to say to me all the time: ‘I don’t care 
what your numbers are. I only care about wins and losses. 
You’re not here to give Kipper (Miikka Kiprusoff) a night off. 
You’re here to get us points — and you have to be .500 or 
better.’ And that’s the truth. 

“But there might also be a scenario when the backup has to 
go on a bit of a run. What if your starter is sitting next to a 
guy who had COVID? All of sudden, he’s got to lockdown for 
two weeks. How many games is that? Six? More? That’s the 
scary part. We haven’t even seen the craziness of all of this. 
We’ve seen a little of it — but it’s coming, where we see 
more crazy things unfold.” 

I spoke to McLennan hours before just such a situation 
developed in Washington — where four members of the 
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Capitals, including goaltender Ilya Samsonov, breached the 
league’s COVID-19 protocols. Samsonov is now out for a 
minimum of four games, meaning the Capitals will rely on a 
tandem that includes a rookie, Vitek Vanecek, and activated, 
from their taxi squad, their new insurance policy, the veteran 
Craig Anderson. Anderson was pressed into services after 
the Caps’ previous backup option, Henrik Lundqvist, retired 
because of a medical issue. 

In the past, third-string depth goalies were almost always 
readily available somewhere around the NHL, just a phone 
call away. Now? 

“You can’t just pick up the phone anymore and trade for a 
guy and he meets the team the next day,” said McLennan. 
“Now, you’ve got quarantines, and taxi squads, and it makes 
those goaltenders more important than ever. 

“When you’ve got a season that’s 17 weeks long, and your 
starter tweaks something and is out for two-to-four weeks or 
four-to-six weeks, that’s now a big chunk of the season — so 
you better have guys ready that you trust. I look at Montreal 
and Marc Bergevin — he got ahead of it and spent $4 million 
on a back-up. It’s never been more important to have depth 
at the goaltending position — because of the condensed 
season and because of all the back-to-back games.” 

McLennan believes goalie workloads will be split more than 
ever — and that teams will go the extra mile in order to give 
their starters the necessary time off to stay fresh throughout 
the year. Still, every team is in a different place with its 
goaltending. 

Some teams have a clearcut No. 1. 

Others are committed to a work-share arrangement. 

“If my math is correct, I’m going to say that 72 points will get 
you into the playoffs,” said former NHL goaltender Darren 
Pang. “If your No. 1 goalie plays 40 games, then that leaves 
16 left over. That means your back-up goalie has 16 games 
in which he probably has to get you 10 wins — 20 points. 
Twenty points from your backup goaltender, in a shortened 
season, playing a lot in the second game of back-to-backs, is 
a big ask for some of these teams. 

“So, I think having a veteran, experienced second guy is 
important — someone who has the gumption to go in there 
and win a game against a team you’re facing all the time, in 
a four-point game, and be one of the top three stars, in my 
opinion. So, I think there is a magnified importance on your 
second goaltender for sure — no matter how great your top 
goaltender is.” 

Then there is also the human side of the equation, where 
McLennan can muster some sympathy for his goaltending 
brothers-in-arms. 

“It’s not even about the money — because it’s abbreviated 
money this year anyway,” said McLennan. “As a player, 
you’re looking for stability and normalcy — and nothing about 
this is normal. Nothing. When Anton Forsberg signed to be 
the third goaltender in Edmonton, I don’t think he could have 
imagined sitting in a hotel room in Winnipeg, after being 
shuffled around, wondering what the end game is. There is 
whole other layer that messes with you this year.” 

“This is a different year” 

The goaltending merry-go-round began with the Hurricanes, 
when general manager Don Waddell put in a claim for 
Forsberg because he was trying to get his own third-stringer, 
Alex Nedeljkovic, onto the taxi squad — but was fearful he 
might lose him on waivers. 

According to Waddell, the rules this year force managers to 
make those sorts of moves, as a necessary precaution. 

“I didn’t want to get caught,” explained Waddell, in an 
interview. Waddell said he reached out to both Forsberg and 
Forsberg’s agent to let him know exactly what was going on. 

Forsberg hadn’t left Canada, not necessarily because of 
quarantine considerations, but because he didn’t have a U.S. 
work visa. 

So, the delay worked to his advantage, in that he didn’t have 
to cross a border. 

“I called (Forbersg) and told him that we’d claimed him, but 
we weren’t sure what was going to happen — and that things 
were going to sort themselves out,” said Waddell. “I had to 
protect myself because if we’d lost Ned, we would have 
needed (Forsberg) to come in. So, I laid out what we were 
thinking and once Ned went through, I called him back and 
said to him, ‘We’ll put you back on waivers and if you don’t 
get picked up, we’ll bring you into Raleigh. If you get picked 
up, obviously, we’ll go from there.’ I pretty much explained it 
all to his agent and to Kenny (Holland, the Oilers’ GM). 
Kenny kinda knew my thinking. I felt kinda bad for Kenny 
because Kenny’s a friend. I said I need to protect myself 
here.” 

The NHL’s transition rules are complicated and the 
quarantine requirements vary from jurisdiction to jurisdiction, 
so it creates a level of confusion for players, fans, and even 
for the managers themselves. 

“A day doesn’t go by when one or more questions arise 
about what we can and cannot do — and what we should be 
doing,” said Waddell. 

“The biggest thing for everybody is the cap — and to have 
three goalies on the cap. That’s why teams are trying to slide 
guys through. When Kenny signed Forsberg, he signed him 
to a one-way contract and he didn’t think anyone would pick 
him up. 

“But this is a different year.” 

On Ovechkin, Kuznetsov, Orlov and Samsonov 

It was inevitable that there would be a breach of COVID-19 
protocols in the NHL, after a summer in which they managed 
to conduct a full playoff without a single positive test. That 
was the advantage of playing in a bubble — it allowed teams 
(and the league) to strictly monitor player behavior. 

The NHL knew such a thing was impossible this year, and 
according to commissioner Gary Bettman, didn’t even breach 
the topic when negotiating return-to-play protocols with the 
players’ association. And so, when four members of the 
Capitals — Alex Ovechkin, Evgeny Kuznetsov, Dmitri Orlov 
and Samsonov – gathered in a single hotel room on the 
team’s first road trip of the season, thus breaching the 
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dense, detailed document that outlines safe practices for the 
coming season, they were obliged to enter quarantine; will 
miss a minimum of four games, maybe more. 

It’s left to the remaining players and coaching staff to get 
through the next week without them. 

Nothing about that surprises me, by the way. If you spend 
four decades around professional athletes, the one thing that 
connects one generation to the next is the illusion of 
invincibility that so many of them have — and that whatever 
bad thing may happen is going to happen to someone else. 

They are bulletproof. And really, that sort of belief system is 
probably why they get to where they do. Considering the 
number of registered hockey players around the world, 
everyone who makes it to the NHL overcomes long odds to 
get there. For some, it creates a sense that if they beat the 
odds once, they can beat them again. 

Until they don’t. 

It’ll be fascinating to see what the long-term implications of 
this are, assuming that the Caps players get back to playing 
at their normal levels after the mandatory quarantine ends. 
With Samsonov out, they’ll get early answers at the critical 
backup goaltending position. Defensively, there isn’t a huge 
drop-off from Jonas Siegenthaler to Dmitry Orlov, but up 
front, no one coming out of the press box — Conor Sheary, 
Brian Pinho, maybe even Connor McMichael, fresh from his 
world junior hockey appearance for Team Canada — can 
realistically replace what Ovechkin and Kuznetsov 
contribute. Also: Ovechkin’s pursuit of former Capitals star 
Mike Gartner on the NHL’s all-time scoring list will be put on 
hold for at least another week (Gartner is at 708 career 
goals, seventh all-time and Ovechkin is at 707). 

When they do eventually get back, you can reasonably 
assume that they’ll be playing “guilty” the rest of the way. 
Knowing they let their teammates down once, chances are 
they will be on their best behavior going forward.

 

 

Hurricanes affiliate Chicago Wolves release 2020-21 schedule 

The Wolves will play a total of 30 games in the shortened 
AHL season.  

By Sarah.A  

The AHL announced their 2020-21 schedule today, marking 
the last crucial piece of information fans were waiting for 
regarding the season. Teams play anywhere from 24 to 44 
games, with numbers of games differing even among teams 
in a given division.  

This season, teams are attempting to stay off the road as 
much as possible. The league also had to consider local 
travel restrictions to consider when devising the schedules. 
Some teams will see only two other opponents across the 
season due to various restrictions. 

The Chicago Wolves, new AHL affiliate of the Carolina 
Hurricanes, will play 30 games this year, with 15 on the road 
and 15 being played at the Triphahn Ice Arena, their practice 
facility and temporary home for this season. While fans will 
not be permitted in the arena, all games will be streamed on 
AHLTV.  

Play for the Wolves kicks off on Friday, Feb. 5 against the 
Grand Rapids Griffins, the affiliate of the Detroit Red Wings. 
The Wolves will play 10 total games against Grand Rapids, 
the most out of all of their opponents.  

Their schedule also includes eight games against both the 
Iowa Wild (Minnesota Wild) and the Rockford IceHogs 
(Chicago Blackhawks) and four against the Cleveland 
Monsters (Columbus Blue Jackets).  

In line with the league’s desire to stay off the road, the 
Wolves play only four of their five possible divisional 
opponents, all of which are within driving distance for the 
team. They will not face the Texas Stars this season. 
Cleveland, approximately a six hour drive from the Wolves’ 
temporary home of Hoffman Estates, Illinois, is the furthest 
the team will travel this year.  

The Wolves end the regular season on May 15 with a home 
game against Rockford. No information has been released 
yet about a potential post-season plan for the AHL.  

Among players to watch for, Hurricanes fans will get their 
first look at Dominik Bokk this season, as he has been 
recalled from his loan to Djurgårdens in the SHL in order to 
play in North America. Other players expected to play for the 
Wolves this season include the long-awaited professional 
debut of David Cotton, defenseman Joey Keane, and the 
return of Stelio Mattheos after missing nearly all of last 
season due to health issues. If the WHL and OHL do not 
begin their seasons before AHL games start, you may get to 
see Seth Jarvis, Jamieson Rees and Ryan Suzuki make their 
professional debuts, as well.
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Wolves unveil 2021 schedule 

The Chicago Wolves announced Friday they will play 30 
games during the American Hockey League’s abbreviated 
2020-21 regular season. New head coach Ryan Warsofsky 
and his squad open the organization’s 27th season by 
hosting the Grand Rapids Griffins at 7 p.m. on Friday, Feb. 5. 

The Chicago Wolves training facility at Triphahn Ice Arena in 
Hoffman Estates will serve as the site for all home games. 
Fans cannot attend home games in accordance with the 
Illinois Department of Public Health’s COVID-19 safety 
protocols, but all Wolves games will be available via AHLTV. 

The Wolves’ schedule consists exclusively of Central 
Division foes as the franchise chases its fourth division title in 
the last five years. Chicago will play 10 games against Grand 
Rapids, eight games against the Iowa Wild and the Rockford 
IceHogs and four times against the Cleveland Monsters. The 
Texas Stars round out the six-team division, but the Wolves 
and Stars won’t meet. 

Since playing their last game of the truncated 2019-20 
season on March 8, the Wolves have welcomed a new NHL 
partner in the Carolina Hurricanes as the teams signed a 
three-year contract in September. The Wolves also forged a 
one-year affiliation with the NHL’s Nashville Predators earlier 
this month. This agreement provides a home for the 

Predators’ prospects after their longtime AHL partner, the 
Milwaukee Admirals, could not field a team this season. 

Warsofsky and assistant coaches Patrick Dwyer and Bob 
Nardella will lead a roster split between players from the 
Charlotte and Nashville organizations. The 36-man 
preseason roster features several rookies selected early in 
recent NHL Entry Drafts — a group that includes Dominik 
Bokk, Seth Jarvis and Ryan Suzuki — along with 14 players 
who own NHL experience. 

The Wolves roster also boasts a handful of professionals 
with Chicago-area roots. Twenty-one-year-old defenseman 
Joey Keane, an AHL All-Rookie Team honoree last year, 
was born in Chicago and grew up in Homer Glen. Forward 
Dave Gust hails from Orland Park while forward Lukas 
Craggs was born and raised in Elmhurst. All could make their 
local professional debut during the Wolves’ lone exhibition — 
a 2 p.m. game on Wednesday, Jan. 27, vs. Rockford. 

For just $34.99, fans can watch all 30 Wolves games this 
season on AHLTV. Subscription packages can be purchased 
at AHLTV.com, but Wolves season-ticket members can get 
an even better deal by contacting their ticket representative, 
visiting ChicagoWolves.com or calling 1-800-THE-WOLVES.

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

TODAY’S LINKS 
https://theathletic.com/2339928/2021/01/22/nhl-goaltending-depth-has-never-been-more-important/ 

https://www.canescountry.com/2021/1/22/22244640/carolina-hurricanes-ahl-affiliate-chicago-wolves-release-2020-21-schedule 
https://www.chicagowolves.com/2021/01/22/wolves-unveil-2021-schedule/ 
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1200014 Carolina Hurricanes 

 

Hurricanes Must Improve After COVID-19 Pause 

 

BY DYLAN RUDOLPH JANUARY 22ND, 2021 

 

The Carolina Hurricanes return home to face the defending Stanley Cup 
Champions Tampa Bay Lightning on Tuesday. As expected, COVID-19 
has inserted itself and caused numerous changes and postponements, 
including the Hurricanes’ last three contests against the Nashville 
Predators and the Florida Panthers. As a result, the matchup with the 
Lightning will be just the third game of the Hurricanes’ season, we hope, 
before then taking on the runners-up Dallas Stars. 

The time off may result in some rust build-up while the rest of the league 
plays on, but the postponements can also be a blessing in disguise, 
acting as a bye week of sorts to assess what went right and what went 
wrong in the first week of the season. Sitting at 2-1-0, there is a lot to be 
optimistic about, but the Hurricanes haven’t played perfectly by any 
means and will need to adjust before they play both 2020 Stanley Cup 
finalists in their next four games.  

Second Period Woes 

The Hurricanes are a team that starts the game hot — firing on all 
cylinders, getting into the offensive zone and getting clean shots. 
Carolina has outshot opponents 30-22 and have yet to allow a goal this 
season in opening periods. However, each game with a hot start 
eventually cools off, and the team’s ferocious play has shown trouble 
transferring to the second period of play.  

The Hurricanes’ shot advantage quickly diminishes to 28-25 in second 
periods and have been outscored 2-1 — the only period where their goal 
differential is negative.  

The lack of inconsistent play can be attributed to a few things, but the 
root cause is most likely the plan of attack; coming out lackadaisical can 
lead to immediate consequences in the fast-paced world of NHL hockey. 
The team often relies on the counterattack and does not get a lot of close 
chances at the net. 

Detroit Red Wings' Nick Jensen and Jonathan Bernier and Carolina 
Hurricanes' Warren Foegele 

The Hurricanes have just a 5.3 shooting percentage this season in five-
on-five, well below the league average of 7.7 percent, and has amassed 
just six total high-danger scoring chances in the offensive zone on the 
season. The lack of offensive consistency is the primary source for the 
team’s struggles, which accumulate in the second period after opposing 
teams adjust to Carolina’s initial onslaught to open the game. 

The Hurricanes do typically rebound in the third period, outscoring 
opponents 7-4 with a remarkable 40-21 shot difference to close out 
games. If coaching is to be blamed for second-period woes, then head 
coach Rod Brind’Amour should also be praised for his adjustments in the 
third period to put the game away. 

The second-period struggles have not resulted in any permanent 
damage early in the season, but with so few games and even more 
postponements, the Hurricanes can’t afford to let up even for a second. 
And every period counts. 

Goalie Still a Problem 

The Hurricanes’ defense has been spectacular through three games this 
season. Seemingly every player on the team has contributed to limit the 
shots and scoring chances in front of the net, and it has paid off well.  

The Hurricanes are tied for the fourth-lowest goals allowed per game with 
2.00 and have killed off 88.9 percent of power plays they have faced, 
good for eighth-best in the league. It’s a small sample size, but Carolina 
is playing defense worthy of a deep run in the playoffs if it can be 
sustained. 

However, problems start to arise between the pipes. An expected issue 
after the front office balked at addressing the position during the 
offseason, the goaltender spot remains a big question mark even after 
two impressive team wins early in the season. 

The Hurricanes opted to stick with their 1A-1B tandem of veterans Petr 
Mrázek and James Reimer, and they have both been as expected. 
Mrázek has been his usual, inconsistent self, following an impressive 14-
save shutout in the first game of the season against the Detroit Red 
Wings with an ugly loss to the same team, allowing four goals on just 21 
shots. 

Petr Mrazek, Carolina Hurricanes 

Petr Mrazek, Carolina Hurricanes (Amy Irvin / The Hockey Writers) 

The 28-year-old goalie was given the starting spot to open the season, 
signaling an opportunity for Mrázek to distinguish himself as the primary 
starter on the team. However, he hasn’t shown anything to separate 
himself from his goalie counterpart thus far. 

Reimer has been given just one start this season, but he took his 
opportunity and ran with it. Reimer’s 31-save performance in Monday’s 
win over Nashville matches Mrázek’s save total on the season with twice 
as many games played. The pendulum may have swung back in 
Reimer’s favor, and it won’t be surprising to see the 32-year-old 
goaltender back in net as Brind’Amour will likely stick with the hot hand 
when the team returns to play.  

Faceoffs Falling Off 

The Hurricanes’ hot start also was seen in the face-off dot.  

Carolina won a torrid 56.9 percent of its face-offs in the opening game 
against Detroit, but that number has dropped each of the last two games, 
culminating in a paltry 35.3 percentage against the Nashville Predators 
last game. The Hurricanes’ inconsistency winning the puck battle allowed 
the Predators to put them on their heels for much of the game, allowing a 
season-high 33 shots. If not for solid defense and breakout play — which 
gave Sebastian Aho his first goal of the season — Carolina might be 
much worse off. 

The Hurricanes’ long break may be a crossroads point that will be looked 
back with fondness or a major reason for regression, depending on how 
these next few games go. With just 53 games remaining in the schedule, 
every win counts, and improvements after a long break could be critical 
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for a team looking to compete. Nevertheless, their matchups against the 
Lightning and Stars will provide pivotal tests to see how they stack up 
against some of the league’s best squads.  

The Hockey Writers LOADED: 01.23.2021 
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Lightning forward Anthony Cirelli raising his game offensively 

 

Eduardo A. Encina 

 

Lightning center Anthony Cirelli has already earned a reputation as one 
of the league’s top defensive forwards at the age of 23. Now, as he 
enters his fourth NHL season, he’s showing the capability of becoming 
an offensive force, as well. 

Cirelli has one goal and three assists in the Lightning’s first three games, 
logging at least one point in each game. His defensive game remains 
strong, but he’s found himself a bigger part of the offense in this season’s 
early going. 

Cirelli is a centerpiece of Tampa Bay’s penalty kill but is also seeing an 
increased role on the Lightning’s power play. 

Head coach Jon Cooper said Cirelli’s experience is starting to pay 
dividends offensively. He lauded the second-line center’s instincts and 
ability to put himself in good positioning away from the puck, which 
Cooper said is helping Cirelli immediately become an offensive presence 
with the puck on his stick. 

“When you first come into the league, you’re just trying to survive,” 
Cooper said. “But, Tony, he’s just such a relentless player. A lot of 
people talk about hockey-sense is playing with the puck, and Tony’s got 
unbelievable hockey-sense without the puck. That’s why he’s in the right 
spot all the time. 

“But when you have that innate ability to be in these certain situations, it’s 
just a matter of time when you’re doing it when you have the puck,” 
Cooper continued. “I think when he was trying to establish himself in the 
league, it was all his play away from the puck, and now he’s evolving his 
game as he’s getting more confident.” 

Cirelli certainly has shown a knack for being in the right place offensively. 
On his goal in the Lightning’s season-opening win over the Blackhawks, 
he was positioned perfectly to the right of the net and made a spectacular 
redirection past goaltender Malcolm Subban. And on each of Cirelli’s 
three assists, he was in the right place to corral a loose puck and start a 
charge toward the net. 

“(I’m) trying to try to learn when to make the right play and which plays to 
make or when to shoot and when to pass,” Cirelli said. “But, overall, I just 
want to work on everything in my game, even just trying to be better 
defensively and all-around in that 200-foot game.” 

Off to Carolina? Or back to Tampa? 

The Lightning received several days’ notice before their two-game series 
against the Stars was postponed because of Dallas’ coronavirus 
outbreak. 

But Cooper is prepared to go into Saturday afternoon’s contest in 
Columbus not knowing whether his team will board a postgame flight to 
Raleigh or return to Tampa. 

The Carolina Hurricanes had an outbreak of their own, and their series 
against the Florida Panthers was postponed. They are still slated to host 
the Lightning on Tuesday and Thursday, but the status of that series 
remained uncertain Friday evening as five Carolina players remained on 
the COVID protocol list. 

“It’s just the reality of the times,” Cooper said. “Itineraries and (knowing) 
days in advance, and everyone knows exactly what’s going on, that’s not 
how it is now. We’re going day-by-day and sometimes hour-by-hour. It’s 
all out of our hands, so you can’t fret about the little things. There’s no 
sweating it. You let the small stuff roll over. This is out of our control.” 

If the series is postponed and the Lightning return home, they’ll have 
another lengthy stretch before their next game on Jan. 30 at home 
against Nashville. 
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Lightning defensemen step up offensively at start of season 

 

Mari Faiello 

 

Defense wins championships. At least, it did last season when the 
Lightning “trusted the process,” in head coach Jon Cooper’s words, and 
followed it to the franchise’s second Stanley Cup. 

So far this season, it’s been the key to the team’s first three wins. 

But the Lightning’s defense hasn’t just kept pucks out of its own net 
(allowing five goals in three games to their 13), it’s gotten more involved 
in the offense, too. 

Ryan McDonagh was a prime example in Thursday’s 3-2 overtime win in 
Columbus. The veteran defenseman assisted on the first two goals 
against the Blue Jackets, bringing his career points total to 301. 

His offensive contributions haven’t gone unnoticed. 

“Mac’s been exceptional these first three games,” Cooper said after the 
win. “We’ve got lots of energy in our group, and he’s making the most of 
it. But everything’s coming from his ability to play defense. He’s a big part 
of why we’re starting the season 3-0.” 

McDonagh said the defense corps is simply playing the way the coaching 
staff has asked it to. 

“We have to be that second wave or sometimes lead the rush,” 
McDonagh said. “We play well as a team when everybody kind of gets 
involved there on the back end, so it’s a good sign when the d-men (are) 
making things happen.” 

McDonagh’s offensive skills were on full display Thursday, as he had the 
primary assist on both of the Lightning’s second-period goals. 

On Blake Coleman’s goal, Coleman forced a turnover in the Lightning 
zone, then passed to McDonagh to start a rush up ice. McDonagh 
backhanded the puck to Yanni Gourde, who passed back to McDonagh 
in the slot. McDonagh shuffled the puck to Coleman at the edge of the 
crease, and he tapped it into the net to tie the game at 1. 

Blake Coleman tucks the McDonagh dish to tie it up for Tampa!#GoBolts 
pic.twitter.com/V3WRADBFnk 

— Hockey Daily 365 (@HockeyDaily365) January 22, 2021 

McDonagh was back at it again less than two minutes later, setting up 
Mathieu Joseph to give the Lightning its first lead of the game. 

Anthony Cirelli collected a puck near center ice, skated into the 
Columbus zone and sent a cross-ice pass to McDonagh above the left 
circle. McDonagh drew a couple of Blue Jackets to him, then threaded a 
pass to Joseph at the top of the slot. Joseph’s one-timer put the Lightning 
ahead 2-1. 
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  GOAL: #GoBolts' Joseph makes it 2-1 vs. #CBJ with 2:04 left in the 
2nd period. Cirelli sees McDonagh across the way, and the defenseman 
finds Joseph, who takes the one-timer down the slot for his 2nd goal of 
the season. pic.twitter.com/z2o1H0N9SP 

— 𝙼𝚊𝚛𝚒 𝙵𝚊𝚒𝚎𝚕𝚕𝚘 (@faiello_mari) January 22, 2021 

McDonagh isn’t the only defenseman contributing at the other end of the 
ice. Conn Smythe Trophy winner Victor Hedman has become a bigger 
part of the offensive attack and assisted on Brayden Point’s winning goal 
in overtime. 

Last season, the 2018-19 Norris Trophy winner as the league’s top 
defenseman had only two shots through three games. This season, 
Hedman already has eight. 

Cooper said his team has “matured” from the high-powered squad that 
was able to outscore its problems more often than not in 2018-19. 
Getting swept by the Blue Jackets in the opening round of the playoffs 
that season showed the Lightning just how little that kind of game works 
in the long run. 

The Lightning have learned that postseason games often come down to 
defense, something that Cooper said became apparent during the 2020 
playoffs in the Toronto and Edmonton bubbles. 

“We’re outscoring-chancing teams, and that’s what we want to do,” 
Cooper said. “But in the big picture, we need to hold teams to not too 
many chances.” 

He’s right. The Lightning held Columbus to just 25 shots on goal, 
compared to their 37. In its two victories over Chicago, Tampa Bay held a 
70-60 combined shot advantage. 

Not coincidentally, the Lightning lead the Central Division with six points 
in three games. 

“If you want to win in this league, you have to defend,” Cooper said. 
“We’ve grown as a group, and it’s become paramount with us, and it’s 
probably why we’re winning.” 
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Lightning fans in Amalie Arena? When could it happen and does it make 
sense? 

 

Joe Smith 

 Jan 22, 2021  

  

It’s become part of the daily work routine for Steve Griggs, like checking 
his email or having Zoom calls with staff. Every day now, he logs onto the 
Hillsborough County public safety website to check the latest COVID-19 
numbers. 

The Lightning CEO is keeping tabs on trends of daily cases and 
hospitalizations in the area — and when and if there will be a safe time 
for the Stanley Cup champions to reopen the doors to Amalie Arena to 
fans. 

Tampa Bay initially planned on having a limited capacity of 3,900 (23 
percent) attendance for their 28 home games, beginning with their 
season opener Jan. 13. They even sold out most of their tickets in a 
couple of days before changing course due to rising local numbers. The 
club, which unveiled its Cup banner in an empty arena, plans to 
reevaluate the situation with the idea that Feb. 5, two weeks from today, 
is the next date they could consider opening. 

What are the chances Lightning fans will be in the building? 

“I’m optimistic that as a community we’re counted on to do the right thing, 
wear masks, wash hands and see how close you are to people,” Griggs 
told The Athletic. “The vaccinations will be extremely important. … With 
all those things being done, as well as trends in the numbers going in the 
right direction, I’m optimistic we can have fans in the building again. 

“We need fans in the building, not only from a business perspective but 
also from a community perspective. People want to get back together. I 
think sports entertainment is the ultimate uniter of people.” 

Griggs indicated that it’s not set in stone that fans will be back in the 
building by Feb. 5. That’s a decision the team will make in collaboration 
with local health and government officials in the coming weeks. It 
certainly does provide some hope that the NFL announced Friday that 
the Super Bowl at Raymond James Stadium in Tampa will have 22,000 
fans in attendance (7,500 of whom will be vaccinated health care 
workers). 

The Lightning started selling limited season-ticket plans with seven- and 
14-game packages on Jan. 4, selling out of their allotment of around 
3,400 within a day and a half. They were holding other tickets, around 
500 per game, for sale to other fans, including the general public. But 
later that week, the team changed course, saying it would not have fans 
to start the season due to the rising number of local cases and 
hospitalization. 

“While the number of Florida cases continued to rise, what was more 
alarming was the rise in cases in the Tampa region,” Griggs said. “Over 
the last eight or nine months, (the numbers had) been pretty stabilized, 
but they started to escalate and I had numerous conversations prior to us 
making that decision with health experts at both Advent Health, USF and 
TGH (Tampa General Hospital). 

“There was an alarming tone that the numbers were going to continue to 
move upward. Out of an abundance of caution, we had to pause having 
fans in our building. We’re looking after the community, being good 
stewards in the community.” 

There was a significant spike in Hillsborough County new cases post-
Christmas, including a two-day total of 2,354 released on Jan. 2. 
Between then and Jan. 6, the new daily cases were 500-600, before 
jumping to 1,317 on Jan. 7, the week the team started putting tickets on 
sale. There has been a drop, however, with the county not breaking 
1,000 since Jan. 11 and down to 607 on Friday. Those numbers can 
obviously change in the coming weeks. 

What will it take for the Lightning to feel comfortable signing off on fans in 
the stands? 

“I don’t know if there’s so much a threshold, but just looking at the right 
trends,” Griggs said. “When you look at not only the number of cases but 
also looking at hospitalizations, ICU, as well as deaths, and 
understanding those trends and getting the right information from health 
officials and our government in making sure we’re trending the right 
direction in order to allow fans back into the building.” 

There’s a considerable additional expense in putting on a game with fans 
in attendance, from the concession workers to the security workers to the 
retail workers, and it is fair to wonder if there’s a certain point at which it 
costs more to have fans in the stands than it would to not. Is there ever a 
point where it doesn’t financially make sense to put the limited capacity of 
fans in the arena? 

The Florida Panthers, Arizona Coyotes and Dallas Stars are the only 
teams currently playing that are allowing fans in their buildings. 

“A lot of buildings have evaluated that. We have as well,” Griggs said. 
“We think we have the right staffing mix, both from whether it be retail, 
guest services, food and beverage. We have the right staffing mix, and 
with having 3,800 people in the building, it makes sense for us to have 
that many people in the building. We can handle it. 

“Let’s not discount that we do have sanitization teams in the building. We 
have more security. The building is being turned more now that we have 
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(the Toronto Raptors playing here). There is a higher cost associated 
with it, but the higher cost is reflective of keeping people safe and healthy 
in the building.” 

The good news for the Lightning, from a business perspective, is that 
Griggs said they have a higher than 90 percent renewal rate with their 
15,000 season-ticket members, whether that’s fans who have bought the 
limited amount of tickets available or paused their membership for a 
season. 

“Winning the Stanley Cup was, for the entire community, and (owner Jeff) 
Vinik said it best, that: The players won the Cup, the organization won 
the Cup, but it’s really for the fans. And, if anything, during this pandemic, 
it brought the community together, the fan base together, even more,” 
Griggs said. 

The only option for Lightning fans right now is to watch the team on 
television, and even that has been a source of frustration. Sinclair has yet 
to come to an agreement in negotiations for popular streaming services 
like Hulu and YouTubeTV, or with provider Frontier. You can still watch 
games by signing up for AT&T TV or Spectrum, one of the team’s main 
sponsors. 

It’s a tough balance for the Lightning, which has a TV rights deal with 
Sinclair/Fox Sports Sun. The more exposure and higher ratings, the 
better for the team. But it doesn’t seem like they’re an active part of those 
talks with the streaming services and providers. 

“That’s the business of Sinclair and the RSN (regional sports network),” 
Griggs said.”We’re very supportive of the negotiations, and we’re hopeful 
that down the road, those carriers come back. In the meantime, a lot of 
people, including myself, have had to find alternative carriers to make it 
happen.” 
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Stars notebook: Dobby’s shutout, Alexander Radulov’s big night help 
Dallas rebound from a slow first period 

 

By Matthew DeFranks12:35 AM on Jan 23, 2021 CST’ 

 

‘Anton Khudobin heard the fans loud and clear. 

In the first opening night start of his career in front of a reduced crowd, 
Khudobin collected a shutout and his 100th career win during the Stars’ 
7-0 win over Nashville on Friday night. By the end of the game, the 4,214 
in attendance were chanting his nickname: “Do-bby! Do-bby!” 

“It was unbelievable, to be honest,” Khudobin said. “I really appreciate 
that they are cheering for me. That was special moment, to be honest. I 
didn’t know it was going to be my 100th win today. They cheered me, 
and I really appreciate it. I heard them. Trust me, I had goosebumps 
about it.” 

Khudobin made 34 saves to backstop the Stars, including 14 on 
Nashville power plays, making sure Dallas’ power play outburst stood up. 
He was also pivotal in the first period, when the Stars looked like a team 
a week behind the rest of the league. 

Nashville had more shot attempts (20-13), shots on goal (10-5), scoring 
chances (10-3) and expected goals (1.00-0.33) in the first period, 
according to Natural Stat Trick. A tilted ice that Khudobin kept a clean 
scoreboard. 

“We were a little out of sorts in that first period, which was to be 
expected,” Stars coach Rick Bowness said. “But we played through it, 
Dobby made the big saves to keep us in through that first period.” 

Forward Joe Pavelski said: “It’s always nice when you don’t have to 
chase a game, and those saves he made early were huge for that. 
Allowed us to get that lead and play in front.” 

It was Khudobin’s ninth career shutout, and the second time in three 
seasons that the Stars have opened the season with a shutout. They 
also did so in 2018-19 during a 3-0 win over Arizona with Ben Bishop in 
net. 

Bishop is sidelined until March due to offseason knee surgery to repair a 
torn meniscus, meaning Khudobin will receive the lion’s share of starts 
from now until then. 

“It was pretty cool when they started chanting for Dobby and you 
definitely heard them,” Pavelski said. “For the limited fans there were, 
they were there, it was something. Anything was going to help us. They 
showed up. There was a lot of excitement in this building. I think we were 
just excited to get back out and play in front of them. It’s been awhile.” 

Radulov’s big night: Alexander Radulov was a difference-maker for the 
Stars on Friday night, scoring twice and adding an assist. But the goals 
were noteworthy in how they happened. 

Radulov’s assist to Joe Pavelski was the first goal of the Stars’ season, 
and came during a second-period 5 on 3. After collecting the puck behind 
the net, Radulov whipped a cross-ice pass to Pavelski in the left circle. 
The goal popped the top on the Stars offense, and set the stage for the 
oncoming second-period outburst. 

When Radulov scored minutes later, it was one destined for the highlight 
reel: A redirection that went between his legs and over Juuse Saros. 

“Guy was on my back, so I just tried to redirect it into the net and it went 
upstairs,” Radulov said. “It’s good, maybe a little bit of luck, but I’ll take 
it.” 

It’s an underrated skill for Radulov, who often spends time at the end of 
practices in front of the net tipping pucks. Radulov possesses a one-timer 
that gets the shine on the power play, but he’s just as capable of being at 
the net-front and finishing there. 

Also interesting: The initial shot came from Pavelski, who possesses the 
ability to move around the power play unit instead of just being stationed 
in front of the crease. 

Radulov’s second goal of the night was a classic display of the chaos 
that he can inject into a game, in the best way. As Saros went behind the 
net to play the puck, Radulov closed in on him and on the forecheck and 
created a turnover. If nothing else is going his way, Radulov will always 
remain a puck hunter and relentless forechecker, as he was Friday night. 

Then as the puck pinballed into the air at the net-front, Radulov swatted it 
out of midair. It was a play created by work and finished by skill, perfectly 
encapsulating the best attributes of the Russian winger. 

Slow start: The Stars’ slow start was unsurprising to Bowness. He knew 
Dallas had a delayed start to the season, preceded by an interrupted 
training camp. They hadn’t played at game speed. They hadn’t hit 
anyone. 

After a game that was so difficult to nitpick, Bowness pointed to the start 
and said the Stars need a better one Sunday against Nashville. Pavelski 
detailed the team’s mentality entering the game. 

“Going into a game like that, no preseason, a broken training camp, we 
did a lot of skating with the intent to have our legs and be ready for 
tonight,” Pavelski said. “We wanted to come into this game with no 
excuses, really. We wanted to be able to match their work ethic, or even 
try to outwork it.” 

Friday was the first time since the Stars moved to Dallas that they scored 
five power-play goals in a game. The last time the franchise did so was 
on Jan. 27, 1984, as the Minnesota North Stars during a 10-8 win over 
St. Louis. 
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Cup Final hangover? The Stars showed no sign of one while pounding 
the Predators in their COVID-19 delayed opener 

 

By Matthew DeFranks10:33 PM on Jan 22, 2021 CST 

 

Four minutes before the Stars opened their season by throttling the 
Nashville Predators 7-0 on Friday night, they congregated on their bench 
and looked skyward. 

Anton Khudobin, mask flipped to his forehead, abandoned his crease to 
peer up. Players on the bench turned to the video board to relive their run 
to the Stanley Cup Final in September. Slowly, a black shade lifted to 
reveal the new Western Conference Champions banner earned in 
Edmonton and displayed directly above Khudobin’s vacant net. 

On the blue line across from the Stars’ bench stood captain Jamie Benn, 
by himself, stick on the ice with his hands perched atop it in front of his 
face. He hardly glanced toward the shiny white banner now a part of the 
American Airlines Center architecture. Earlier in the day, Benn said he 
hadn’t even thought about the banner raising in the evening. 

If any of his teammates showed any sign of a Cup Final hangover, it was 
apparently gone by the second period. 

Dallas pounded and chased Nashville goalie Juuse Saros with five goals 
in the middle frame, three coming on the power play as the Stars rode 
strong performances from Joe Pavelski, Alexander Radulov and 
Khudobin to pick up their first win of the season after a COVID-19 
outbreak delayed its start. 

“We just needed to get this first game,” coach Rick Bowness said. “Win 
or lose, we had to get a game. We had to play, and fortunately we got 
some breaks. That’s going to happen over the next 56 games now. 
You’re going to have breaks going your way, you’re going to have breaks 
going against you. 

“When you get the breaks going your way, you have to take full 
advantage of it, and we did tonight.” 

Pavelski scored two goals and added two assists, Radulov scored two 
goals plus an assist, and Khudobin made 34 saves in a shutout. John 
Klingberg also had a three-assist night. 

Benn did not play in the third period after suffering a lower-body injury in 
the second period when Viktor Arvidsson fell on his right knee, a cloud 
over an otherwise perfect start to the 2020-21 season. Bowness did not 
provide an update on Benn after the game. 

The Stars’ power play sizzled Friday night, going 5 for 8 to wake the 
team after a sloppy first period fitting for a team a week behind the rest of 
the league. 

“I can’t say for everybody, but I can say for me, I was nervous a little bit, 
especially because we had some fans and we didn’t play hockey games 
for a while,” Radulov said. “You made a good point that there wasn’t 
exhibition games, that was kind of nervous a little bit at first. When the 
puck drops, you get one, two shifts, you get one, two bumps and you get 
to the game.” 

Less than three minutes into the second, Dallas capitalized on a 5 on 3 
opportunity with Pavelski’s first, then 86 seconds later when Radulov 
tipped a puck between his legs. Denis Gurianov deflected home a 
Klingberg shot, and, in the third period, Pavelski redirected a Hintz pass 
with his skate. 

Lost somewhere in the onslaught was Radulov’s second of the night, 
when an aggressive forecheck forced Saros into a turnover, then 

Radulov batted a floating puck past him. It was Radulov at his best: puck 
hunting, then displaying skill around the net. 

Esa Lindell scored a short-handed goal, speeding past Norris Trophy 
winner Roman Josi, then beating Saros low, a welcome if unexpected 
offensive display for the defensive defenseman. Playoff hero Joel 
Kiviranta even got in on the act. 

The game was a celebration of the franchise’s best season in two 
decades, and also the beginning of the rest of the Stars’ lives. 

This year, there is no Tyler Seguin until April because of hip surgery. 
There is no Ben Bishop until March because of knee surgery. Ty 
Dellandrea and Jason Robertson were among the forwards dressed. The 
core remains the same as last season, but the roster’s edges wear 
different faces. 

For the first time in his career, Khudobin started an opening night game. 
The 34-year-old veteran was a backup for much of his career and shined 
brightly during the playoffs. On Friday morning, Khudobin said there was 
no difference for him entering with the No. 1 tag. 

“Just get ready and try to stop the pucks,” Khudobin said. 

As the Stars sliced through the Nashville defense, Khudobin kept the 
Predators at bay by making his typically acrobatic saves, and the 
American Airlines Center crowd broke into muffled versions of “Do-bby, 
Do-bby” chants. 

Khudobin will have to be one of the team’s best players again this 
season, if he wants to look skyward next season toward another banner 
with slightly different wording. 

“Maybe we’re not champions last year, but at the same time, it still gives 
us a little bit more emotions, I would say, just because you’re still 
champions of the conference,” Khudobin said. “It’s going to be a little bit 
more emotions. It goes under your belt. It goes in your history of hockey. 
It goes to your museum at home. It’s pretty special. I think it’s going to be 
interesting.” 
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Stars captain Jamie Benn leaves season opener vs. Predators early with 
injury (lower body) 

 

By SportsDay Staff 10:18 PM on Jan 22, 2021 CST 

 

The Dallas Stars had built a 2-0 lead in their season opener against the 
Nashville Predators — a lead that would only grow as the clock ticked 
down. 

With less than 14 minutes remaining in the second period, Benn collided 
awkwardly with Nashville right wing Viktor Arvidsson while chasing the 
puck. Benn remained down on the ice for several seconds before being 
attended to by the Stars’ medical staff. He was then helped down the 
tunnel to the Dallas locker room. 

Benn would return and play on the Stars’ ensuing power play. Later on, 
with the Stars protecting a 5-0 lead, Benn was not seen on the Dallas 
bench. He played a total of four shifts following the on-ice collision. 

Dallas won the game 7-0. Stars head coach Rick Bowness said after the 
game that he did not have an update on Benn’s status. 
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Defenseman John Klingberg made the lineup for Stars’ season opener 
vs. Predators, Blake Comeau unavailable 

 

By Matthew DeFranks2:49 PM on Jan 22, 2021 CST 

 

Stars forward Blake Comeau is unavailable to play or practice due to the 
league’s COVID-19 protocols, the NHL announced Friday evening. 

Inclusion on the COVID-19 protocol list does not necessarily mean that a 
player was confirmed positive for the coronavirus. The list also includes 
players with positive tests awaiting confirmation, close contacts, 
symptomatic individuals and players quarantining due to travel. 

Comeau has not practiced since Saturday and was the only Stars player 
on the list. The first four games of Dallas’ regular season were postponed 
due to a COVID-19 outbreak that infected 17 players since Dec. 30, and 
halted the team’s training camp. 

Comeau’s absence left a hole on the checking line with Andrew Cogliano 
and Radek Faksa, one that will be filled by rookie Ty Dellandrea. 

Dellandrea, the team’s 2018 first-round pick, is typically a two-way, right-
handed center. But he can also play on the wing — versatility necessary 
with the Stars already set at center. Even with Tyler Seguin out, the Stars 
have Roope Hintz, Joe Pavelski, Faksa and Jason Dickinson down the 
middle. 

Stars defenseman John Klingberg was in the lineup Friday night for the 
regular-season opener against Nashville. 

Klingberg missed practice Thursday, but was on the ice for morning 
skate Friday in his customary spot on the top pairing with Esa Lindell. 

Masked up: Like every coach around the NHL, Stars coach Rick 
Bowness will have to wear a mask behind the bench during games this 
season. When the league staged their playoffs in the bubble last year, 
coaches did not have to wear a mask. 

“It’s going to be interesting to see how this goes,” Bowness said Friday 
morning. “As you know, I’m a talker behind the bench. I do a lot of 
coaching as the game’s going on. The line change, I’m worried about 
that. Are they going to hear me? This’ll be interesting.” 

Bowness said he’ll have to “get very close to the guys that are up and 
scream as loud as I can” for the line changes. Coaches have also had to 
wear masks when on the ice during practice. 

Familiar foe: Nashville and Dallas have a habit of meeting in noteworthy 
games in recent years. 

The teams met in the first round of the playoffs in 2019, when the Stars 
eliminated the division-champion Predators in six games. The Predators 
visited the Cotton Bowl last January for the Winter Classic, a memorable 
Stars comeback win in front of more than 85,000 people. 

Prior to the coronavirus-induced season suspension last year, Nashville 
handed the Stars back-to-back shutout losses. The teams met in an 
exhibition game in the Edmonton bubble prior to the postseason. 

Then the Stars and Predators met in Dallas’ season opener when the 
Stars raised a banner for their Western Conference championship. 

“You felt that rivalry last year when we played them, from the playoffs the 
year before, and the outdoor game adds to that,” Bowness said. “It’s 
strictly divisional games, so that magnifies it as well. We know them very 
well; they’re playing very hard.” 

Fans are back: Attendance on Friday night was 4,214, the highest for an 
NHL game this season, beating the previous high of 4,147 in Florida. 
Capacity this season at American Airlines Center is 4,500, and the Stars 
are currently one of three teams to welcome fans at home games. 

“I can tell you, it seemed like it wasn’t 5,000,” forward Alexander Radulov 
said. “It was like more than 5,000, I can tell you that. Obviously, it’s great. 
It’s a whole different story when you play in front of your fans. They’re 
always getting going and it’s great to see people come back to the 
building. I know it sucks that all of them can’t get in. At least 25%, it’s still 
better than nothing.” 
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Stars open their season as ex-TV/radio voice gets good news against 
cancer 

 

BY MAC ENGEL 

JANUARY 22, 2021 05:00 AM 

 

The Dallas Stars will (finally) begin their season on Friday night, but 
before discussing the rather large obstacle that awaits the team here’s an 
update on a former Star. 

Back in September, when the Stars were winning their way through the 
Stanley Cup playoffs, former team radio and TV voice Ralph Strangis 
revealed he was fighting bladder cancer. 

Strangis, who now lives in Palm Springs, California, and will turn 60 next 
month, said he is wrapping up his treatments. 

“Best possible outcome. Clean today,” he wrote via text Wednesday after 
seeing his doctor. “Maintenance — three treatments three months from 
now. That’s awesome.” 

Agreed. 

He said he feels about 80 percent. He has been riding his bike, and is 
training to complete a 60-mile ride on his birthday with his daughter. 

“I golf. Hike,” he said. “I’m good.” 

Whatever the Dallas Stars do this season, it’s going to be difficult to top 
that news. 

Now, about the large obstacle that awaits the Dallas Stars, and it’s not 
just the slew of postponements that NHL teams are dealing with this 
season. 

The Stars’ first five games of this shortened regular season were all 
postponed because of COVID-related issues. The team will host 
Nashville Predators twice this weekend, on Friday and Sunday nights, 
before about 5,000 fans at the American Airlines Center. 

Every other NHL team has played at least two games, to as many as 
five, while the Stars have played zero. 

Before the game, they will unveil their 2020 Western Conference 
champions banner, earned last fall in the NHL’s Edmonton bubble where 
they ultimately lost the Stanley Cup Final in six games to the Tampa Bay 
Lightning. 

The Stars are well aware of the history of teams that went all the way to 
the Stanley Cup Final the previous season, and lost, and how they fare 
the following year. 

Since the Stars lost the Stanley Cup Final against New Jersey in 2000, 
only one other runner-up has gone on to win it all the following year. 

For the purposes of the Stars’ 2021 season, the 2009 Pittsburgh 
Penguins are the model. In 2008, they lost to the Detroit Red Wings in 
the Final. Twelve months later in the Final, Pittsburgh defeated Detroit. 
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Typically, a team is too tired and beat up to follow it up with an extended 
playoff run the next year. 

“It’s a combination of things. The opponent is well aware of our season 
last year,” Stars head coach Rick Bowness said Thursday. “That 
automatically gets the opponent’s attention a bit more.” 

Since 2000, the runner-ups have made the playoffs all but four times the 
next year, and reached the Final once. 

In 2001, the year after the Stars lost the Final against New Jersey, they 
were swept in the second round by the St. Louis Blues. 

“It’s hard to tell with other teams. I’ve done it once with San Jose,” Stars 
veteran forward Joe Pavelski said Thursday. 

Pavelski was with San Jose in 2016 when the Sharks reached the Final. 
In 2017, they lost in the Western Conference semifinals. 

“Every year is a little different. Couple of different injuries. New guys 
coming in,” Pavelski said. “You have to have a sense of respect for a 
new beginning. Understanding the commitment it took to get [to the 
Final]. The work ethic and grind of the regular season. There is a level 
we’ll have to get to early on.” 

Much like last year’s Stanley Cup playoffs, which were held in bubble 
after the league had to “pause” because of COVID, this is not a typical 
season 

The season is only 56 games, and as the Stars know it’s already messy. 

What applied before may not apply now, because none of this has ever 
been done. 

Virtually the entire team that made that fun run to the Stanley Cup Final 
is back and intact. The exception is center Tyler Seguin, who is out as he 
recovers from hip surgery. 

“We have to replicate the emotion and passion we played with in the Cup 
Final. That’s the challenge for any coach and team that got to the Final 
and lost,” Bowness said. “We’ve talked a lot about it. Hopefully we put 
last year behind us. 

“We didn’t win. We have to get better. It’s the opposition, and our internal 
battle. It’s a big battle.” 

They don’t compare, but Ralph Strangis is winning his big battle, which 
will make watching the Stars a little more more enjoyable. 
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Stars 2021 season storylines: Goalie mysteries, Hintz & Gurianov ice 
time, more 

 

By Saad Yousuf Jan 22, 2021  

 

117 days after they fell to the Tampa Bay Lightning in Game 6 of the 
2020 Stanley Cup Final, the Dallas Stars will finally play an NHL game. 
117 days — or about 2,808 hours, or around 168,480 minutes. You get 
the point: It’s been a while. 

And when the Western Conference Championship banner is raised and 
the puck drops Friday evening at the American Airlines Center between 
the Stars and Nashville Predators, the Stars will officially join the other 30 
NHL teams competing in arguably the most unusual season in league 
history. 

As recent history has taught us, the Stars are never short on storylines, 
and this year promises to be no different. Let’s look at five of the biggest 
storylines surrounding their 2021 season. 

Goaltender mysteries 

That’s mysteries, plural, and yes, this is the Stars’ top storyline this 
season. Dallas doesn’t shy from the fact that it is a defense-first, 
suffocate-the-opposition, keep-the-score-low kind of team. The play in 
the crease is obviously critical to making that happen. 

Let’s start with Anton Khudobin. In two seasons with the Stars, Khudobin 
has started 63 games and posted a .926 save percentage as the primary 
backup — or, as the Stars, like to call it, 1B — to Ben Bishop. With 
Bishop out for most of the 2020 playoffs, Khudobin went 14-10, posting a 
.917 save percentage while helping the Stars to the Stanley Cup Final. 
Khudobin has been great in spot duty, and he was great in the bubble, 
but it was easy for him to overachieve in both scenarios, because he was 
still technically the No. 2 goalie and Bishop’s shadow loomed over him. 
With Bishop out until at least mid-March — about half the season — 
Khudobin enters the season as a true No. 1 goaltender on a team reliant 
on keeping the score down. Khudobin doesn’t have to be just as brilliant 
as he’s been in his first two seasons in Dallas, but he has to be very 
good because the Stars don’t have a proven commodity to turn to in case 
he falters. 

That takes us to Jake Oettinger. The young goaltender is expected to be 
the future in net for the Stars. General manager Jim Nill said after the 
season last fall that Oettinger was on the cusp of being ready for NHL 
action. By bringing Khudobin back, Oettinger was expected to have a full 
season commanding the net in Cedar Park this season before possibly 
making the jump in 2021-22. With Bishop missing time as he recovers 
from his knee injury, Oettinger is going to be counted on immediately. 
The Stars will lean on Khudobin, but the schedule is simply too crammed 
for one goaltender to go wire-to-wire. Oettinger will be called upon and 
must keep the Stars in games. 

Where does the offense come from? 

The top line of Jamie Benn, Roope Hintz and Denis Gurianov will be 
critical. Dallas’ top three goal-scorers from a season ago will all be on the 
ice together, and they need to make every shift count — especially Hintz 
and Gurianov. The second line of Joel Kiviranta, Joe Pavelski and 
Alexander Radulov must be frequent contributors as well. Any offense 
the Stars get from the checking line of Andrew Cogliano, Radek Faksa 
and Blake Comeau (when he returns) is gravy. It will be interesting to see 
what Ty Dellandrea could bring to that line in Comeau’s absence. Jason 
Robertson has potential to score from the fourth line, but adapting to the 
NHL full time could take some time. 

Still, outside of the top line, there’s a lot of hoping and not a lot of 
knowing. That’s why the burden of helping the top line score goals will fall 
on the defensemen, and they should be up to the task. You’ve heard all 
about how Bowness activated the defensemen in the rush once the 
season resumed in the bubble last season. That will be a staple for the 
Stars from the beginning this season, and they certainly have the 
offensive skill to make some noise with John Klingberg and Miro 
Heiskanen. 

Speaking of Klingberg and Heiskanen, the Stars could also use some 
more production with a man advantage. Last season, Stars were middle 
of the pack, ranking 19th in the NHL in power-play opportunities per 
game and 14th in power-play goals per game. It’s easy to get caught up 
with who runs the top unit as opposed to the secondary one, but the 
Stars believe they have two equally dynamic units that bring different 
things to the ice. With Klingberg running point on one and Heiskanen on 
the other, drawing more of those opportunities and then capitalizing on 
them should bring a big boost to the offense. 

Denis Gurianov and Roope Hintz ice time 

With Tyler Seguin out until April, the Stars will be without their top 
forward in ice time. Somebody has to pick up the slack, so why not Hintz 
and Gurianov? Having last year’s two leading scorers on the ice more 
often provides them more opportunities to score goals on a team that 
could use more firepower. 
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I know this category will be the first thing Stars fans check on the box 
score after games, and I’m fairly certain there will be complaints. This will 
likely be a season-long conversation, though, as fans point to the low ice 
time while head coach Rick Bowness points to the total shifts taken. It’s 
almost comical how much this topic has become a talking point: Last 
Saturday, for instance, Bowness was asked an unrelated question about 
Hintz taking the next step forward and, unprompted, broke into an 
explanation of ice time regarding Gurianov and Hintz. Still, the bottom 
line remains that no player has ever scored a goal sitting on the bench. 

Deploying young talent 

Part of this strange, unique season will be a taxi squad serving as a sort 
of purgatory between playing in the NHL and playing in the AHL. The taxi 
squad members will be practicing with the NHL team but won’t be eligible 
to play in games until they’re activated. This isn’t a big deal for the first 
couple of weeks because the AHL season doesn’t begin until Feb. 5, but 
from that point on, tough decisions will need to be made. The most 
important thing for young players, such as Thomas Harley and 
Dellandrea, is playing competitive hockey games. That’s a guarantee for 
them if they’re in the AHL, whereas circumstances would have to warrant 
them getting into NHL action if they were on the taxi squad. 

It will only get more interesting as veteran players go in and out of the 
lineup. For instance, Blake Comeau has already been ruled out of 
Friday’s opener. What happens when he’s ready to come back? Which 
player comes out of the lineup, and where does he go? As a reliable 
veteran who doesn’t need to play every night, Justin Dowling is penciled 
in as the 13th forward and a healthy scratch on game days. The 
candidates to come out of the lineup are likely Nicholas Caamano, 
Dellandrea and Jason Robertson. If that happens now, they’ll just go to 
the taxi squad, but what happens after Feb. 5? Does the team send them 
down to the AHL to get some playing time? Do they create a rotation spot 
where one plays every third game? Barring a run of injuries, these are 
the decisions Nill will have to make. 

Will Ben Bishop and Tyler Seguin be ready for the playoffs? 

The Stars just need to stay afloat until mid-March before they start 
getting some major reinforcements. Bishop is expected to return from his 
knee injury in mid-to-late March. Seguin is expected to return from his hip 
injury by late March or early April. In both cases, they’ll have a month or 
two to work their way into game shape while still trying to help the Stars 
win valuable games down the stretch as they battle for playoff 
positioning. 

The Stars will miss Bishop and Seguin throughout the season, on and off 
of the ice. They are two of the team’s best players for a reason and bring 
a lot to the table, on and off the ice. If they’re able to work their way back 
into shape for the playoffs, they should be fresher than most players and 
give the Stars a big boost for what they hope is another deep playoff run. 

Dallas Stars Opening Night roster 

Forwards (13) 

Jamie Benn, Nicholas Caamano, Andrew Cogliano, Ty Dellandrea, Jason 
Dickinson, Justin Dowling, Radek Faksa, Denis Gurianov, Roope Hintz, 
Joel Kiviranta, Joe Pavelski, Alexander Radulov, Jason Robertson 

Defensemen (8) 

Taylor Fedun, Joel Hanley, Miro Heiskanen, John Klingberg, Esa Lindell, 
Jamie Oleksiak, Mark Pysyk, Andrej Sekera 

Goaltenders (2) 

Anton Khudobin, Jake Oettinger 

Taxi Squad (6) 

Landon Bow, Rhett Gardner, Thomas Harley, Julius Honka, Tanner Kero, 
Joel L’Esperance 

Injured Non-Roster (2) 

Ben Bishop, Stephen Johns, Tyler Seguin 

Non-Roster List (1) 

Blake Comeau 

John Klingberg was absent from practice on Thursday for “medical 
reasons” according to Bowness, and the defenseman’s availability for 
Friday’s game is in question. Although Thomas Harley took his place in 
practice on the top pairing with Esa Lindell, the 19-year-old begins the 
season on the taxi squad. Bowness said he likes what he’s seen from 
Harley but believes the young defenseman needs some more seasoning, 
in the video room and on the ice. Julius Honka cleared waivers and is on 
the taxi squad. Blake Comeau is out with no timetable for his return. 

The Athletic LOADED: 01.23.2021 

1200015 Chicago Blackhawks 

 

Chicago Blackhawks beat the Detroit Red Wings 4-1 for their 1st win of 
the season in their home opener 

 

By PHIL THOMPSON 

JAN 22, 2021 AT 10:12 PM 

 

Patrick Kane and Andrew Shaw scored power-play goals and Kevin 
Lankinen made 30 saves for his first NHL victory, leading the Chicago 
Blackhawks to a 4-1 win over the Detroit Red Wings in their home opener 
Friday night at the United Center. 

It was a big bounce-back for the Hawks, who lost four straight road 
games to start the season. 

No fans were on hand to witness the Hawks’ offensive fireworks against 
the Red Wings, their old (and new again) Central Division rivals, because 
of COVID-19 protocols. It had been 317 days since the Hawks last 
played at home, beating the Sharks 6-2 on March 11, 2020. 

The pandemic shut down the NHL the next day. 

The Hawks started fast Friday. Dylan Strome tapped the puck to Kane, 
who paused before beating goalie Thomas Greiss with 6 minutes, 38 
seconds left in the first period. It was Kane’s third goal of the season. 

The Hawks have scored a power-play goal in all five games and have six 
total. 

Calvin de Haan‘s second-period goal was his first of the season, with 
defensive partner Ian Mitchell assisting for his first NHL point. 

Shaw missed most of last season while recovering from a concussion, 
but he was determined to return. He got an assist from Kane and Alex 
DeBrincat on a third-period power-play goal, Shaw’s first since Nov. 7, 
2019, against the Canucks. 

Mattias Janmark added an empty-netter for his first point of the season. 

Making a second consecutive start, Lankinen took a shutout into the third 
period before Dylan Larkin scorfed from a sharp angle with 7:38. 
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Kirby Dach maintains a ‘pep in his step’ despite a broken wrist keeping 
him out of Chicago Blackhawks action 
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By PHIL THOMPSON 

JAN 22, 2021 AT 3:42 PM 

 

A month has passed since Kirby Dach broke his wrist at the World Junior 
Championships, but the Chicago Blackhawks center’s spirits were up as 
he celebrated his 20th birthday Thursday with his teammates. 

“Kirby’s been around the room and been positive and talking. Big 
birthday yesterday,” Dylan Strome said before Friday’s home opener 
against the Detroit Red Wings. “I know he had a little pep in his step and 
I think he was pretty happy with that.” 

Dach broke his wrist trying to check Russia’s Ilya Safonov on Dec. 23. 
The Hawks, who placed Dach on long-term injured reserve last week, 
estimate it will take four to five months before he can resume hockey 
activities. 

Coach Jeremy Colliton said Dach appeared to be handling his absence 
well. 

“Of course he’d rather be playing,” Colliton said. “It’s a tough blow, not 
just to miss out on an opportunity to play for Canada (at the World 
Juniors), but it was a chance to build on last season and take an even 
bigger role and help us win. 

“So, of course, he’s disappointed, but I would say overall his attitude has 
been fantastic. He’s even more determined to come back and be a 
difference maker.” 

Colliton said the setback doesn’t mean Dach can’t use the time away to 
build on last season’s progress. Dach finished with eight goals and 15 
assists during a COVID-19 shortened regular season, then broke out with 
a goal and five assists during a nine-game playoff run in the Edmonton, 
Alberta, bubble this summer. 

“He still has a lot of momentum going,” Colliton said. “This is an 
opportunity for him to continue to train and work on getting his body to 
get to the level where he’s an absolute force. 

“Obviously, his size, he’s got the length. But as he grows into a 22-, 23-, 
24-year-old, his speed will improve, his physicality will improve, his 
strength around the nets will improve. He’s already strong on the puck 
and hard to play against.” 

However, there’s little disputing that losing both Dach and Jonathan 
Toews, who also is on LTIR with an unspecified illness, is an emotional 
blow. 

“You obviously miss them a lot,” Strome said. “We wish they were here, 
wish they were playing, but it’s something we can’t control and we can 
just focus on the guys here.” 

On the other hand, their absences have allowed Strome to spend time on 
lines with Dominik Kubalik and Philipp Kurashev as well as Patrick Kane 
and Alex DeBrincat. 

Strome is averaging almost 1½ minutes longer on the power play than he 
did last season — Dach typically plays on one of those units — and had 
two power-play points in the first four games. 

Strome entered Friday’s game 12th in the NHL in faceoff percentage 
(61.3%), which has long been Toews’ domain. 

“We were the top three centers last year,” Strome said of Dach, Toews 
and himself. “With those two out, it leaves a bit of a hole. 

“But Pius (Suter) has done a great job (with Kane and DeBrincat). I know 
Carl (Soderberg) coming here at some point will help at center. We have 
things to look forward to, but it starts tonight.” 
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Chicago Blackhawks players past and present — including ‘the Grim 
Reaper’ Stu Grimson — are thrilled to resurrect their division rivalry with 
the Detroit Red Wings 

 

By PHIL THOMPSON 

JAN 22, 2021 AT 7:00 AM 

 

The Chicago Blackhawks and Detroit Red Wings had 87 seasons to 
knock each other around as division rivals before realignment came 
along in 2013 and diminished one of hockey’s great rivalries. 

COVID-19 protocols have restored the natural order of things through a 
temporary realignment that places Detroit back in the Central and pits old 
foes against each other eight times this season. 

Detroit may have surprised many with its 2-2 start, while the Hawks 
stumbled out of the gate 0-4-1. 

What better way for the Red Wings to renew that adversarial relationship 
than to heap more misery on the Hawks in Chicago’s home opener 
Friday at the United Center? 

“It’s nice to have that rivalry back in the division,” Patrick Kane said. 
“Hopefully we can get some fans in here (at some point in the season) 
and hear the chants in the crowd against the Red Wings.” 

Blackhawks coach Jeremy Colliton said his team welcomes the return to 
familiar surroundings. 

“Chicago-Detroit, it’s a fun matchup to be a part of,” Colliton said. “Never 
the same without fans, but guys will be excited. We’re trying to get a win 
here, so it’s a great opportunity for us, first game at home. … We have 
improved game by game and I think we’ve got to take another step.” 

Kane and other Hawks reminisced about the role Detroit has played in 
shaping Hawks teams throughout recent history. 

The intensity of the ‘90s 

Retired winger Stu Grimson, nicknamed the “Grim Reaper,” played for 
both the Blackhawks and Red Wings in the 1990s. However, he’s best 
known for the 14 fights he had with the late Bob Probert, who also played 
for both teams at points in his career. Grimson is thrilled by the revival of 
the division rivalry. 

“Remember, that’s eight games within the context of a 56-game 
schedule, that’s not eight games spread out over the full NHL calendar, 
which typically spans 82 games,” he said. “So, one, it’s a lot of games, 
and two, it’s a lot of games in a short span against just one team. We’ve 
seen it already, it’s going to bring out the abrasive, gritty nature of the 
game.” 

Gritty and abrasive certainly describe some of the on-ice battles he and 
fellow enforcer Mike Peluso had with Probert, Randy McKay and Joey 
Kocur. 

Grimson said his first fight with Probert happened during Grimson’s first 
season in Chicago in 1990-91. To his recollection, the Hawks were at 
Joe Louis Arena in Detroit — and losing — when he and Probert got into 
a scrape. 

“I knew I got a tiger by the tail,” Grimson said. “He’s a big strong guy. He 
gets out of his uniform, he’s got nothing but shoulder pads and gear on, 
his jersey (had) come off. 

“You know, (it’s like) trying to hold back an avalanche with a broken snow 
shovel. It was a good fight. I feel like I kind of held my own. I gained a 
whole lot of respect for who Bob Probert was as an opponent in that 
respect.” 



 

CAROLINA HURRICANES 
NEWS CLIPPINGS • January 23, 2021 

 

Games at Chicago Stadium were just as intense. 

“There was a baseline decibel level inside that arena all game long. 
When you faced off against a divisional rival or there was a playoff game, 
that baseline exploded by two, three, four (times),” he said. ”The fans 
often egged on fights and showed appreciation afterward. 

“So I get into two scrapes with McKay and Kocur (in one game), and the 
crowd, they love it, they eat it up,” Grimson said. “I was so exhausted 
after my second fight, there was this long run of stairs, I think it’s 40 or so 
stairs, to go to down into the basement of the Chicago Stadium. 

“I was so gassed, I was so tired, I didn’t even want to attempt to trek 
down those stairs in my skates for fear I might lose my footing and 
tumble all the way down to the bottom. So I sat at the top of the stairs 
and the fans could see me there. … They were yelling out their support 
and cheering me on. ‘Grimmer!’ this. ‘Stu!’ that.’ It’s really interesting to 
just get caught up in how electric, how vibrant this rivalry was.” 

In the 1991-92 season, the Hawks went 1-5-2 against the Red Wings in 
the regular season but swept them in four games in the Division Finals. 

Sometime during Games 3 and 4 of that series back in Chicago, Grimson 
had an unexpected encounter at since-closed Boogie’s Diner, which was 
on Rush Street. 

“It was the first time Probey and I ever met each other off the ice,” 
Grimson said. “He goes to the diner and I hear somebody calling my 
name, ‘Stu! Hey, Stu!’ I turn around and 50 feet away from me on the 
other side of the restaurant there’s Probey with great big grin on his face. 
And I’m like, ‘What the heck am I supposed to do right now?’” 

He and Probert ended up have an amicable 8- to 10-minute 
conversation, where Grimson admits, “You guys owned us in the regular 
season. This is as big a surprise to us as it is to you, I’m sure. 

“And he was kind of shrugging his shoulders, going, ‘Yeah, we kind of 
feel the same way.’ Twenty-four hours later, we’re back on the ice 
banging away at each other. Comical.” 

Comical could characterize how the fans got involved. 

When the Hawks would stay at a hotel to Detroit, they would try to have 
meals and naps during the middle of the day. Red Wings fans had other 
ideas. 

“They would call our rooms and they’d stay on long enough to say, ‘Stu, 
Probey’s coming to get you tonight. Mike (Peluso), Kocur’s coming to get 
you tonight.’ By the second or third time we were going in there, we were 
going in under an assumed name because all these Red Wing fanatics, 
maniacs, were calling us up in the middle of the day to kind of prank call 
us.” 

In the 1995-96 season, Probert became a Hawk and Grimson had been 
a Red Wing for a season. 

“We ended up switching jerseys, and we’re fighting the same fight, but for 
the other colors,” Grimson said. “So that was at first kind of odd, almost 
disorienting. But I think the crowd got swept up in it too.” 

After their careers were over, the pair bonded during a goodwill tour to 
entertain Canadian and U.S. troops in Kandahar, Afghanistan, in 2008. 

“We ended up going over with a rock band called Blue Rodeo and a 
bunch of other NHL tough guys — me, Probey, Chris NIlan, Dave 
Hutchison, Troy Crowder, guys like this — and we ended up playing ball 
hockey against the Canadian and U.S. troops. So I got to know Probey 
quite well and got to appreciate the big, fun-loving, affable, engaging guy. 

“He had such a heart for the troops,” Grimson said. “They were lined up 
around the block to get a picture and an autograph. They loved it. 
(Probert) was really so kind and so gracious, and he gave of himself so 
willingly.” 

How the rivalry helped build the Hawks dynasty 

Red Wings goalie Jimmy Howard stops a shot by Blackhawks right wing 
Patrick Kane during the third period of Game 6 of a Stanley Cup playoff 
series on May 27, 2013, in Detroit. 

For Kane, it was formative going against idols he grew up watching such 
as Pavel Datsyuk and Henrik Zetterberg. 

“Nik Lidstrom was so tough to play against, especially my first couple of 
years. He had such a great stick, you couldn’t chip anything by him or 
pass around him because he would just knock it out of the air,” Kane 
said. “He was pretty special to play against.” 

The Hawks lost 4-1 in the conference finals in 2009 and learned some 
lessons about what it took win at that level. Kane and company won their 
first Stanley Cup the next season — after they were joined by former Red 
Wing Marian Hossa. 

“It was taking Hossa from them and taking him on our side and then 
having him here, he was as everyone knows a huge player and a great 
teammate for us for a long time.” 

They finally got revenge during the 2013 playoffs, prevailing in a seven-
game series before going on to win their second Stanley Cup. 

“It was nice to get over that hump in 2013 when we beat them in Game 
7,” Kane said. “Nice to know we beat that team, especially with a bunch 
of players we looked up to and kind of idolized when we were a little bit 
younger.” 

Lessons learned from the veteran Red Wings 

Duncan Keith remembers going to Red Wings games with friends as an 
18-year-old college hockey player for the Michigan State Spartans. 

“That was always neat,” he said. “To be able to play them several years 
later and be a part of a pretty cool rivalry was special for myself. 

“I always watch the defensemen, (and) playing against (Chris) Chelios 
was pretty surreal.” 

Like Kane, Keith admired Lidstrom and tried to learn winning ways from 
him, “taking little mental notes of his decisions with the puck or just how 
he handled himself in certain situations throughout the course of a game 
when there were changes in momentum. I feel like he was he was good 
at handling his emotions, and that’s a huge part of it. 

“I learned a lot from him and the Red Wings.” 

Of course, Keith and the Hawks got the chance to put those old 
experiences into practice against the Red Wings during the 2013 
semifinals. 

Brent Seabrook scored the game-winning goal in overtime of Game 7 of 
the Hawks’ 2-1 series clinching victory. 
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Blackhawks earn first win by beating Red Wings in home opener 

 

By Ben Pope Jan 22, 2021, 9:34pm CST 

 

The Blackhawks are finally in the win column. 

Milestones for Kevin Lankinen, Ian Mitchell and Andrew Shaw helped the 
Hawks beat the Red Wings 4-1 in the home opener Friday. 

“Everyone wants to have a good feeling when you leave the rink,” coach 
Jeremy Colliton said. “We did some good things, so it’s a lot easier to 
build on that if you get a victory. [I’m] happy for the guys. They’re going to 
feel a lot better going to bed tonight.” 
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Warmup jerseys honoring Chicago frontline workers, a pregame Native 
American Land Acknowledgment — something the franchise will do 
before every game — and Jim Cornelison’s prerecorded national-anthem 
rendition set the tone for a heartwarming night at an empty United 
Center. 

That uplifting vibe continued when Patrick Kane fittingly scored the first 
regular-season goal seen at the United Center since March 11, 2020. 

Mitchell notched his first career point on a goal by Calvin de Haan. Shaw 
scored his first goal since Nov. 7, 2019, keeping the Hawks’ power play 
red-hot. Also, the much-maligned penalty kill had a perfect 5-for-5 effort. 

And Lankinen, starting for the second time in his NHL career, took the 
first clear lead in the Hawks’ goaltending battle with a stellar 30-save 
outing. For 52 minutes, he looked on track for a shutout. 

At last, the Hawks were able to smile during postgame interviews, 
Lankinen most of all. 

“What can I say?” Lankinen said, beaming ear to ear. “Friday night in 
Chicago, home opener at the United Center, [to] get your first NHL win. 
Only the fans were missing. That sucks, but other than that, it feels 
awesome.” 

That winning feeling probably won’t happen that often this year. The 
miserable Wings certainly helped the Hawks’ cause on this night. 

But for the long-awaited return to Chicago, the satisfaction seemed apt. 
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Blackhawks use 2021 season to plan future improvements for United 
Center fan experience 

 

By Ben Pope 

CST  Jan 22, 2021, 6:30am CST 

 

When the puck dropped on the Blackhawks’ 2021 home schedule Friday 
against the Red Wings, the maroon seats of the United Center were 
empty from Section 101 to the nosebleeds. 

But that didn’t mean the Hawks weren’t planning for the eventual return 
of spectators. In fact, this socially distanced season provides the perfect 
opportunity for innovative overhauls to the fan experience. 

New Hawks business operations president Jaime Faulkner, given her 
seven years of background in that field before officially assuming the 
presidency Jan. 4, will drive that innovation. She and new CEO Danny 
Wirtz talked extensively about their plans in December. 

Even after the COVID-19 pandemic ends, heightened expectations about 
cleanliness and seamlessness in public places such the UC will remain. 

The Hawks will design their concourses, concession stands, stores, 
booths and more around that new reality. 

“One of the things we have heard, over and over again, from our fans is 
that they want a frictionless experience,” Faulkner said. “Frictionless from 
ticket-purchasing to getting to the arena on game day and engaging with 
the brand on non-game days.” 

What does that “frictionless” buzzword actually mean? 

“If we think about what it’s like to actually go to a game, the competition 
we have is the at-home experience,” she said. “If I want to get off my 
couch and grab my hat, grab something from the kitchen, that’s 
completely frictionless, and I control that experience. There are a lot of 

new technologies that fans will see across the country in many venues, 
and hopefully at the United Center, that will feel just like that. 

“You will navigate and walk through the concourse and grab what you 
want, when you want it. We’re transacting with you the whole time. You 
can leave your seat, go grab something and be back at your seat and not 
have to worry about missing a minute of the game.” 

Faulkner admits that speed factor is particularly important in hockey, a 
sport for which most fans prioritize seeing most or all of the game action 
higher than they might at, say, a baseball or basketball game. 

With the Hawks sharing the UC with the Bulls, though, Faulkner’s 
innovations will likely affect the fan experience somewhat for both teams. 

And that statement also relies on the assumption that most people 
attending a Hawks game are locked-in, dedicated fans. 

That’s obviously not universally the case, and the Hawks will seek to 
improve other parts of their in-game experience — from commercial-
break and intermission entertainment to amenities at restaurants, bars, 
suites and lounges in the arena — to appeal to the more casual fans. 

“There’s a spectrum of fandom,” Faulkner said. “There are those that will 
not leave their seats and are very focused on the actual game of hockey, 
all the way to the other end of the spectrum, where fans are very social 
and there because they want to be in an exciting environment with their 
friends. And there are experiences that are in between. 

“What we have to do is recognize, what are all those different 
experiences? How do we best serve those up to our fan base? How do 
we find and offer those to a new fan base?” 

Along those lines, reaching out to potential new fan bases has quickly 
become one of the Hawks’ biggest organizational goals. 

Wirtz immediately made that a priority when he became interim president 
in April, and it featured heavily in the comprehensive vision he unveiled in 
July. 

As the NHL tries to reform aspects of hockey culture that have long 
fostered racism and homophobia, and as youth leagues seek to 
overcome the high costs of equipment and ice time, the Hawks, too, 
hope to gain the eyes and ears of a wider range of Chicagoans. 

“We aspire to welcome new audiences in, and that cuts across 
dimensions of race, economics, age,” Wirtz said. “There’s so many 
people that aren’t engaged with our brand right now, and that’s really the 
opportunity. 

“But to do that, you . . . [have to prioritize] knowing more about those 
different audiences. What are the barriers [keeping] them from being fans 
right now? What are the things that they need to get on board with being 
a Blackhawks fan? And then it’s about very specific things to service 
those customers. . . . That’s going to be one of the larger initiatives we’ll 
be looking at.” 

Becoming more involved in the community — locally in the West Loop as 
well as in other neighborhoods — is one way the Hawks can reach those 
new audiences. 

Faulkner has seen in recent years a trend emerging among pro 
franchises: making use of facilities for purposes beyond sports. 

Levy Restaurants, the concessions giant that Faulkner’s previous 
company was a part of, helped the Las Vegas Raiders use Allegiant 
Stadium’s kitchen space to sell “game-day-to-go” meal packages to fans 
and helped the Milwaukee Bucks repurpose Fiserv Arena as a ghost 
kitchen for a chicken-tender brand. 

Bringing the Hawks up to speed with that movement will be one of her 
first objectives, and that will benefit the communities making use of the 
Hawks’ facilities. Faulkner mentioned game-day-to-go and ghost-kitchen 
services as possibilities for the UC even in a post-coronavirus world. 
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And in this coronavirus-is-everywhere world, even as the Hawks play in 
front of no one, the first brainstorming sessions are already taking place. 
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Hawks win surreal home opener, 4-1, against Red Wings 

 

John Dietz 

Updated1/22/2021 10:45 PM 

 

If there ever was a time where it felt like you were in an alternate 
universe, it was Friday night at the United Center as the Blackhawks 
opened the home portion of their season against Detroit. 

It began with Patrick Kane leaving the ice after warmups. With no young 
fan to flip a puck to, the superstar forward simply flung it over his 
shoulder and retreated to the locker room. 

Next came introductions of the players and coaches. To an eerily empty 
arena. 

Public address announcer Gene Honda then paid tribute to essential 
health care workers "for their incredible efforts in our community" during 
the coronavirus pandemic. 

Every Hawks player saluted them by raising his stick skyward. 

Finally, the national anthem -- normally a huge highlight of any Hawks 
game. Jim Cornelison belted it as loud and proud as ever (on tape, sadly) 
and was accompanied by a montage of fans on the UC scoreboard. 

That truly was the strangest sight of the night. 

Then, for the first time in 317 days, we got to see a hockey game at the 
United Center. 

The Hawks prevailed 4-1, getting solid goaltending from Kevin Lankinen 
(30 saves) and scores from Patrick Kane, Calvin de Haan and Andrew 
Shaw. 

It was the Hawks' first victory of the season after they dropped four in a 
row (one in overtime) at Tampa Bay and Florida. 

"Of course the performance can be better, but we did some good things," 
said coach Jeremy Colliton. "It's a lot easier to build on that if you get a 
victory, so happy for the guys. They're gonna feel a lot better going to 
bed tonight." 

Kane's goal, his third, came on the power play at 13:22 of the first period. 

De Haan followed with a rocket at 7:53 of the second. The defenseman 
was set up by Dylan Strome, who neatly threaded a pass through traffic 
from behind the net and onto de Haan's stick. 

Shaw put it away with yet another power-play goal at 6:17 into the third. 

In the days leading up to this unique home opener, Kane, Duncan Keith 
and others reflected on how it would feel to play in an empty arena. 
When it was over, there was little doubt that Kane felt the void. 

"You definitely miss the fans. That's for sure," he said. "We didn't have 
the best start tonight. I don't think we played the greatest and we were 
maybe missing a little bit of energy ... 

"It's different. Hopefully we can get fans back soon. Obviously health is 
most important. But we definitely miss 'em." 

Some game-day staples -- like the goal horn blaring after a score and the 
earsplitting pregame music -- remained the same. Lankinen and Kane, 

who were named the First and Second Stars, even took a postgame spin 
on the ice. 

Still, there was plenty of other odd sights. Tops among them: 

• Fake crowd noise? Dumb. 

• Tommy Hawk hilariously providing his best Bernie Sanders meme, 
mittens and all? Funny, but only to us in the seats and fans on social 
media. 

• Announcers Pat Foley and Eddie Olczyk finding the humor in calling the 
game from their very own penalty-box style partitions? OK, that was 
some good stuff. 

• Media relocated to the snazzy Lexus 200 club level instead of the 
nosebleed section? Hey, that works too. 

So it wasn't all bad. But it'll be so much better when the place is 
overflowing again. 

Overflowing with die-hard fans ready to cheer. Or boo. Whatever they 
deem right. 

That's the universe we all can't wait to get back to. 

Here's hoping it happens soon. 
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Blackhawks' Strome is winning more faceoffs this season 

 

John Dietz 

Updated1/22/2021 1:20 PM 

 

Dylan Strome has never had a great deal of luck in the faceoff circle, 
winning 47.6 percent of his 1,831 draws before Friday's game against 
Detroit. 

But maybe Strome's luck is starting to turn. 

The Blackhawks' center came into Friday ranked 11th in the league in 
faceoff win percentage at 61.3. 

So did Strome relentlessly work on this phase of his game in the off-
season by studying film and/or taking thousands and thousands of 
draws? 

Ehh, not exactly. 

"Just buckling down. Not really sure what the secret is," Strome said. 
"Some games go well, some games don't. It's basically a 50-50 battle 
every time you drop the puck." 

Strome points to two reasons his numbers might be up after four games: 
He's physically stronger and his wingers are doing a good job tracking 
down loose pucks. 

"I can think of five to six draws easily that Alex (DeBrincat) or Andrew 
Shaw has helped me on the power play faceoff where it's been 
scrambled and they kicked it back -- and it counts as a win for me," 
Strome said. "Lots to do with the wingers and helping you out. It's nice to 
have." 

(How did he do vs. Red Wings?) 

Bankin' on Lankinen: Coach Jeremy Colliton planned to give Kevin 
Lankinen a second straight start in net when the Hawks play Detroit in 
the home opener. Lankinen made 25 saves in his NHL debut, a 5-4 
overtime loss at Florida Tuesday. 
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Collin Delia and Malcolm Subban remain firmly in the mix as the Hawks 
try to give all three netminders a chance to prove themselves. 

"I think he played well and we're giving a guy an opportunity to have two 
in a row," Colliton said. "It'll be interesting to see how he responds to that. 
Again, it's open competition and they're all gonna have their chance 
here." 

Lankinen was fairly pleased with his showing against the Panthers. 

"I felt confident when I was there," he said. "I don't think there was much 
new to me. As the season goes on, the game's going to settle down. I'll 
make better reads because you have that game feeling. 

"I've been preparing for a long time, and I think that helped me tonight." 

Slap shot: Carl Soderberg and Brandon Hagel were moved to the Hawks' 
active roster and forward Brandon Pirri was reassigned to the taxi squad. 
Soderberg practiced with the team for the first time Thursday but will not 
play against Detroit tonight. Pirri was placed on waivers Thursday and 
cleared. 

He said it: "He had a little pep in his step." 
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Feder: NBC Sports Chicago cuts Bears, Blackhawks writers 

 

Robert Feder 

Updated1/22/2021 7:09 AM 

 

Another bloodletting at NBC Sports Chicago cost the jobs of at least 
three writers Thursday and elicited another "no comment" from the 
regional sports network, Robert Feder writes. 

Announcing their ousters on Twitter were Chicago Bears Insiders J.J. 
Stankevitz and Cam Ellis and Chicago Blackhawks Insider Scott King. 

The latest cuts, first reported by the Chicago Tribune's Phil Rosenthal, 
come five months after the last major purge at NBC Sports Chicago, 
which included the layoffs of hosts Leila Rahimi and Laurence Holmes 
and the cancellation of "Sports Talk Live." 

Daily Herald Times LOADED: 01.23.2021 

1200023 Chicago Blackhawks 

 

NBC Sports Network will shut down, NBC Sports Chicago not impacted 

 

BY NBC SPORTS CHICAGO STAFF 

By Jabari Young, CNBC, Alex Sherman, CNBC 

 

The NBC Sports Network is shutting down. 

The network will stop operations by the end of 2021, a person familiar 
with the plan confirmed to CNBC. NBC will transfer its sports media 
rights, including the National Hockey League, to USA Network. The 
person spoke to CNBC on condition of anonymity as the individual isn’t 
allowed to comment publicly on the matter. Both networks are owned by 
CNBC parent company NBCUniversal. 

The plan to halt operations will allow NBC to attract more reach for its 
sports content. USA Network is available in 86 million homes, while 
NBCSN has an estimated 80 million household reach. 

This will not impact the NBC Sports regional networks, which include 
NBC Sports Boston, NBC Sports Philadelphia, NBC Sports Washington, 
NBC Sports Chicago, NBC Sports Bay Area and NBC Sports Northwest. 
These regional sports networks operate as a separate business than 
NBC Sports Network. 

NBCUniversal initially hoped NBC Sports Network would be its response 
to Disney’s ESPN -- a cable sports network that could justify high affiliate 
fees from pay-TV distributors because of its popular sports content. 
Twenty First Century Fox developed FS1 and CBS introduced CBS 
Sports Network for similar reasons. 

But none of the cable sports networks have ever seriously threatened 
ESPN, and the media industry’s move toward streaming video has made 
linear sports networks anachronistic. NBCUniversal is considering 
shutting down several networks, CNBC reported in October, to 
consolidate its best assets in fewer networks. Shuttering underperforming 
cable networks could allow legacy media companies to keep the 
shrinking cable bundle afloat while maintaining subscription revenue by 
boosting fees for its existing networks. 

The network started in the 1990s as the Outdoor Life Network, then was 
rebranded to Versus in 2006. Comcast owned the network when it took 
over NBCUniversal in 2011, and rebranded it as the NBC Sports Network 
at that time. 

NHL playoff games, a selection of NASCAR races, and Premier League 
content will transfer to USA Network after NBCSN closes. 

The Stamford, Connecticut-based network took over NHL rights with a 
10-year, $2 billion package in 2011. The agreement runs through the 
current 2020-21 season. 

NBCSN also has a $4.4 billion rights package with NASCAR that expires 
in 2024 and is coming up on its renewal option with Premier League 
rights, worth roughly $1 billion. The network moved some of those games 
to NBC’s streaming service, Peacock, last year. 

Longtime sports media rights advisor Lee Berke said the move is “back 
to the future” for USA Network airing sports content. The channel was 
originally a national distribution arm for Madison Square Garden Sports 
Network, airing sports content including the National Basketball 
Association until 1984. 

“The fact that sports is returning to USA isn’t a new concept,” Berke told 
CNBC in an interview Friday. “Certainly the distribution is helpful but this 
move is reflective of a couple of things -- the pay TV bundle is shrinking. 
Subscriber base is shrinking. So, it justifies fewer networks to be on the 
air and the other part of it is the growth of streaming.” 

Berke, the CEO of LHB Sports, a sports consultancy firm, said streaming 
trends is forcing network to reinvent themselves “as consumer viewing 
behavior changes. The was a migration of sports from broadcast to cable 
over the past 20, 30 years when pay TV became bigger and bigger. And 
now you’re seeing sports migrating to streaming. 

“I think its a sensible move given the trends that are taking place,” said 
Berke of NBCSN’s closure. “You’re trying to stay ahead of the wave. You 
don’t want to be behind it and miss out. But this makes sense based off 
where pay TV is heading and based on where streaming is heading.” 
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Blackhawks-Red Wings set to rekindle old rivalry 
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BY CHARLIE ROUMELIOTIS 

 

One of the best hockey rivalries of all-time is the Chicago Blackhawks vs. 
the Detroit Red Wings. Two Original Six teams with so much history and 
so much bad blood towards one other. 

The Red Wings had a consecutive playoff streak of 25 seasons from 
1990-2016 and won four Stanley Cups in an eleven-year span: 1997, 
1998, 2002 and 2008. The Blackhawks won three Stanley Cups in a six-
year span: 2010, 2013 and 2015. 

On Friday, an old rivalry will be rekindled ... inside an empty United 
Center. 

"It's too bad that this is the way it is," Duncan Keith said. "Hopefully, 
sooner or later we can get back to having fans in the building and a little 
more of what we're used to because it's a good time of year. The start of 
the season, especially playing the Red Wings, it's exciting." 

The Red Wings were moved to the Eastern Conference at the start of the 
2014-15 season, which meant Chicago and Detroit would only meet 
twice a year moving forward. They previously faced each other between 
six and eight times per season. 

But because of the NHL's realigned divisions for the 2020-21 campaign, 
the Blackhawks and Red Wings will square off seven times this season 
and that's the way it should be. 

"Chicago-Detroit is a fun matchup to be a part of," head coach Jeremy 
Colliton said. "Certainly, it's never the same without fans, but guys will be 
excited. We’re trying to get a win here, so it’s a great opportunity for us, 
first game at home. I think we have improved game by game and we've 
got to take another step." 

Even though the Blackhawks and Red Wings are going through a 
rebuilding process, the matchup still means something to fans. It's 
unfortunate a sold-out United Center crowd won't be in attendance to 
chant "Detroit Sucks!" But they will certainly from home. 

More importantly, the Blackhawks are one of two teams without a win this 
season. While Friday's home opener will have a different feel to it, the 
Blackhawks are hoping to get off the schneid in their own barn. 

"Excited to be back," Patrick Kane said. "I wish there were fans and we 
could play in front of them. But it is what it is. We’re all happy and excited 
that we’re playing in the first place. Big game for us. It's a situation where 
we didn’t really have the start we wanted to to the season but we got a 
chance to rebound, get a big win and hopefully build off that. I think 
everyone's excited to get it going on home ice." 
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When will Carl Soderberg make his Blackhawks debut? 

 

BY CHARLIE ROUMELIOTIS 

 

The Blackhawks' forward group will be getting a mini boost soon. 

For the first time since signing a one-year, $1 million contract in the 
offseason, Carl Soderberg joined the team for practice on Thursday at 
Fifth Third Arena after missing the first four games because of visa 
issues. He's been in Chicago for almost two weeks now but had to go 
through a mandatory quarantine before skating. 

"It’s been a long couple of weeks," Soderberg said. "It was nice to be with 
the guys. Obviously, I want to get out there as soon as possible and 
today was a good step." 

Soderberg, 35, said the hold-up during the visa process was because 
there were "not a whole lot of business days over Christmas and New 
Year." He didn't stress too much about it because it was "out of my 
control," but admitted it was tough watching from the sidelines. 

"You want to get in, want to be part of the team, skate with the guys, play 
the games," Soderberg said. 

It's unclear when and where Soderberg may slot into the lineup, but he 
was rotating in and out of the second line with Dominik Kubalik, Philipp 
Kurashev and Dylan Strome during Thursday's practice. He can play 
both center and wing, which gives the Blackhawks different options. 

"Good to get him on the ice today," head coach Jeremy Colliton said. 
"We know he’s been skating for a few days. We'll take it one day at a 
time, I guess. Certainly happy to get him in the group and we think he 
can help us when he’s ready." 

The Blackhawks are scheduled to host the Detroit Red Wings at the 
United Center on Friday night and Sunday morning. It's likely Soderberg 
will draw in at some point over the weekend. 

Comcast SportsNet.com LOADED: 01.23.2021 

1200026 Chicago Blackhawks 

 

Kevin Lankinen steals the show as Blackhawks pick up first win of the 
season 

 

By Mark Lazerus and Scott Powers Jan 22, 2021 

 

The Blackhawks earned their first win of the season in Friday night’s 
home opener, defeating the Red Wings 4-1. Mark Lazerus and Scott 
Powers take a look at the highlights, the lowlights, and everything in 
between: 

Mark Lazerus: Patrick Kane and Duncan Keith elicited Twitter giggles 
and eye-roll emojis when they stated matter-of-factly Thursday that they 
viewed the Blackhawks as a playoff team despite their 0-3-1 start. 

“It’s not like we’re sitting here thinking we’ve got a lot of time, but at the 
same time, there have been spurts where we’ve played very well as a 
team, and we’ve shown that we have the ability to do it and win games,” 
Keith said. “I know a lot’s been made of the players we’re missing and 
whatnot, but I still like our group and still think we have the chance to 
make the playoffs.” 

Beating the Detroit Red Wings — a historically putrid team last season — 
4-1 on Friday night in the home opener isn’t going to change anybody’s 
minds outside that locker room, but it certainly supports the idea that the 
Blackhawks aren’t as bad as they looked against Tampa Bay in the first 
two games, and that they could be closer to what we saw in the second 
Florida game on Tuesday. Kevin Lankinen gave Chicago’s first truly good 
goaltending performance of the season (the Blackhawks gave up five 
goals in each of the first four games) with 30 saves, cementing him as 
No. 1A for now, the power play stayed hot with Kane and Andrew Shaw 
cashing in on the man advantage, and the penalty kill turned things 
around with a perfect 5-for-5 effort. 

Yes, it was against Detroit. Yes, those two points still count. There has 
been tangible progress from a disastrous opening series to a middling 
second series to Friday night’s somewhat emphatic victory. And that’s all 
you can ask for at this point. 

Scott Powers: This season is about development and the future, but the 
only way Blackhawks coach Jeremy Colliton is going to get everyone to 
continually buy in is to have some success, too. The idea things will 
eventually get better is easier to believe when you can sprinkle in some 
positive emotions, too. 
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Friday’s win wasn’t pretty. The analytics tell that story. According to 
Spotlogiq, the Red Wings had more slot shots on net (17-11), scoring 
chances off the rush (7-0) and offensive zone possession time (6:36-
6:22). It was largely a special teams’ victory, plus Lankinen’s 
performance. That’s probably the recipe for any success this season. 

Finally getting a goalie to have a good game has to be a relief for the 
team and coaching staff. The Blackhawks walked away from Corey 
Crawford because they wanted to give Lankinen, Collin Delia and 
Malcolm Subban a chance in net. Through the first four games, all three 
goalies had played and all three allowed five goals. Of course, it’s early 
and no one was panicking, but the performances weren’t exactly 
reassuring. Friday had to make everyone feel a bit better. 

Let’s dive into our observations from a weird night at an empty United 
Center: 

1. When Blackhawks goalie coach Jimmy Waite talked about all three 
goalies before the season, what he said about Lankinen was much 
different than how described Delia and Subban. 

“Lanks is a bit more of a technical guy,” Waite said. “He’s very good 
technically. He plays within his crease. He’s very compact. He loves the 
game. He’s a great learner of the game. He’s always asking questions 
about everything. All three of these guys are great on that level. They 
always want to learn more and asking questions. But I would say 
Lankinen is more basic style, but very effective. He’s a guy that you feel 
is going to be playing well every night because his game is pretty simple. 
He doesn’t overdo stuff.” 

Lankinen’s technical play and poise was on full display on Friday. He 
made some big saves against the Red Wings, but he was compact and 
simple. 

Here are some of his most notable saves: 

Next, he stops Dylan Larkin and doesn’t allow the rebound. 

In this last one, he doesn’t exactly know where the puck is, but his 
technique doesn’t let him down and he absorbs the puck. 

Lankinen’s postgame press conference was what you would expect from 
someone who had just won their first NHL game. He was happy, happy, 
happy. 

“It feels great,” he said. “I mean, what can I say? Friday night in Chicago, 
home opener at the United Center, get your first NHL win. Only the fans 
were missing. That sucks, but other than that, it feels awesome.” 

Lankinen said he learned a lot from his first game just about the speed of 
play. Given a second consecutive start, he felt much more comfortable. 

“I was lucky I got the start today,” Lankinen said. “I was so happy about 
that. I’ve been really feeling good the last few weeks here. I feel 
confident. I feel calm. I feel like my game is right there where it needs to 
be. Obviously, we’re going to work on some things with Jimmy. All in all, I 
feel confident, I feel great.” 

2. The Blackhawks haven’t had what you’d call a “pretty” power play 
since Artemi Panarin last roamed the left circle in 2016-17. But you can’t 
do much better than 7-for-17 to start the season, and you can’t paint a 
much prettier picture than PP1 did on Shaw’s third-period goal Friday 
night. 

It started with a nice backhanded keep-in by Kane at the blue line. Kane 
then wheeled the puck to Dylan Strome, who slung a pass around Tyler 
Bertuzzi to Adam Boqvist, who fed Alex DeBrincat in the left circle, who 
fired a seam pass to Kane in the right circle, who found Shaw on the 
doorstep for the one-timer. All five guys touched the puck in the 
sequence. Norman Dale would have been proud. 

“It’s not always going to be like that,” Kane said. “It’s obviously pretty and 
a lot of nice plays. Stromer might’ve made the best play and he was the 
fifth guy to touch it. But that’s what we want. He’s a net-front guy and 
he’s up at the blue line making a play, so if we can get moving like that 

and confuse the penalty kill as much as we can, not really give them the 
same look over and over, just keep moving and keep trying to create off 
instinct, it (will be) better off for us.” 

The Blackhawks have scored a power-play goal in all five games — 
something they last did in December of 2019 — including a pair in two 
straight. It’s early, of course, but they’re third in the league with a 41.2-
percent conversion rate on the power play, behind only Toronto and 
Colorado. They had the fourth-worst power play in the league last year, 
scoring at a 15.2-percent clip. 

3. According to Colliton and Stan Bowman, Nikita Zadorov was acquired 
in part to be a partner for either  Boqvist or Ian Mitchell, to usher one of 
the Blackhawks’ future cornerstones into the league. But in the second 
Florida game, Colliton moved Boqvist back to Keith’s pairing and put 
Zadorov with veteran Connor Murphy. And it’s been a little rocky so far. 
At least twice during the first period, Zadorov and Murphy found 
themselves in the same corner, with Murphy trying to direct Zadorov back 
to his proper positioning. So so far, Zadorov is the young guy in need of 
some grooming. 

“It’s two big bodies, physical, and they can help us get stops, particularly 
against bigger opponents if there are teams that have big top lines,” 
Colliton said. “It’s nice to be able to throw those two out there. They just 
started playing together. So it might take some time on the exits and 
certain things that are in the d-zone. But I think so far they’ve done a 
pretty good job for us.” 

Zadorov also took an unnecessary hooking penalty late in the third period 
that could have gotten Detroit back in the game. Fortunately for him, the 
Blackhawks killed it off. 

4. Let’s take a closer look at Calvin de Haan’s goal in the second period 
and how movement created the opportunity. 

The play begins just as the Blackhawks’ power play expires. De Haan 
moves the puck to Mitchell at the point. (see picture) 

Mitchell skates to his right and hooks up with Kane along the right 
boards. Mitchell follows his pass. 

Kane and Mitchell crossing paths creates confusion among the Red 
Wings’ two defenders. Kane leaves the puck for Mitchell. 

Mitchell has an open path along the right side. Strome positions himself 
for a pass near the goal line. 

Mitchell continues his route and draws two checks, one in front of him 
and one behind. 

When Mitchell gives the puck to Strome, the Red Wings have nearly fully 
collapsed their defense. 

Strome sends the puck out to the point to de Haan. He has all the time 
and space to find a shooting lane. 

Now, watch the video at regular speed. You can get a better idea of how 
much space was created by that simple play by Kane and Mitchell. 

5. Mitchell is still learning the NHL, though. He looks the part, but it hasn’t 
exactly been smooth first five games. 

While Boqvist has drawn a lot of attention for his underwhelming start, 
Mitchell has been on the ice for seven goals against this season. Some 
of it’s been bad luck, but there are lessons to be learned in there. 

On Friday, Larkin delivered one of those lessons. It’s a heck of a play by 
Larkin, but Mitchell’s route allowed Larkin all that space. 

“I kind of had a bit of a soft gap there, a little bit too far into my D-zone,” 
Mitchell said. “Then I was looking over my shoulder. I thought maybe 
they had a 2-on-1. So I thought if maybe I didn’t look, I could have 
jumped on him sooner and broke up the play. Then he kind of got a step 
on me and took it hard to the net. I ended up playing the puck. In 
hindsight, definitely would have wanted to go through his body. But I’m a 
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young player, I’m going to make mistakes. It’s going to happen. But 
obviously, I’ll learn from that and next time, hopefully, prevent the goal.” 

6. Kane has a tradition of being the last Blackhawks player on the ice 
during warmups. He’s often also the final player from either team to be 
on the ice. 

With no fans, that tradition certainly has a different feel and look. 

7. The Blackhawks announced their full roster as they would for any 
home opener. From the injured players to the taxi squad to the coaches 
to the roster players, they were all introduced inside the United Center. 

Kirby Dach made an appearance with a cast on his right wrist. Alex 
Nylander, who was on crutches, was there. Brent Seabrook was, as well, 
and he gave a cheeky little wave to the non-existent crowd. The notable 
absence was Jonathan Toews. He was announced, but he didn’t appear. 
It’s just another reminder of Toews’ absence and the uncertainty 
surrounding his medical issue. 

Seabrook, below, waved to non-existent fans. You can’t say he hasn’t 
kept his sense of humor despite everything. 

8. Colliton might have something with the Dominik Kubalik-Strome-
Philipp Kurashev line. There’s just the right mix of everything that makes 
a line successful. It’s not going to be a shutdown line, but it can hold its 
own in the defensive zone. Offensively, it’s a line with a shooter 
(Kubalik), two great passers (Strome and Kurashev) and three players 
who understand where to put themselves and the puck to create 
chances. 

The line was outstanding in the first period. It was on the ice for eight 
shot attempts for and one against, according to Natural Stat Trick. For 
the game, the line had a team-best 58.82 Corsi percentage.  

This possession late in the first especially stood out. Kurashev begins the 
play by blocking a puck with his chest and creating a rush. He and 
Strome work to get a clean entry. From there, it’s a lot of patience and 
offensive zone awareness. 

9. The most underwhelming line so far has had to be Mattias Janmark, 
Lucas Wallmark and Shaw.  

They’re three players who can help a line if given the right linemates. 
They can be complementary pieces. Wallmark was arguably one of the 
best players in training camp. The problem is when you put them 
together, there’s no possession driver. 

On Friday, their analytics reflected another game where they spent most 
of the night in the defensive zone. The line was on the ice for zero shot 
attempts for and four against in 5:52 of ice time. For the season, Janmark 
has a 43.48 Corsi percentage, Shaw at 46.03 and Wallmark at 46.51 

10. First, Carl Soderberg had to wait for his visa to clear. Then, when he 
finally got to Chicago, he had to wait out his quarantine while his new 
teammates — most of whom he had never met — stumbled to an 0-3-1 
start. So yeah, he’s a little anxious to get going. 

“It’s been a long couple of weeks,” he said. 

Soderberg said he had been skating for a while back in Sweden, but 
Colliton held him out of the lineup Friday as he acclimates to his new 
team. 

“Good to get him on the ice (Thursday), I know he’s been skating a few 
days,” Colliton said. “We’ll take it one day at a time, I guess. We’re 
certainly happy to get him in the group and we think he can help us when 
he’s ready.” 

Where Soderberg slots in is an interesting dilemma. He’s almost certainly 
one of the two best centers on the roster, but he’s also 35 years old. Will 
he take Pius Suter’s spot on Kane’s line, or will Colliton give the rookie a 
longer look? How Colliton juggles the desire to win and the need to give 
young guys bigger roles will be a season-long situation to keep an eye 
on. 

11. It was fun catching up with some former Blackhawks for our rivalry 
story. 

Bob McGill was especially energetic. He was hopeful this season’s 
schedule would renew the Blackhawks-Red Wings’ rivalry and others. He 
didn’t say it, but it did sound like he’d like some more fighting back into 
the game. 

“Every game was like a bad taste in your mouths,” McGill said of the 
Blackhawks-Red Wings games. “You hated those guys. That’s 
something this year with the schedule, I think getting back to where you 
play your division foes eight times, I think it’s going to renew rivalries big 
time around the National Hockey League. I think it’s fantastic. I really do 
because I think that’s what the game needs — a little spice and you get 
some rivalries going. 

“When you’re playing only your division foes, every game means so 
much. The sort of baseball schedule where you play teams back-to-back 
or sometimes three games in a row, I think it’s going to really spark some 
big rivalries. You might see some players actually get angry for a change. 
You might see some guys get pissed off. And, boy, won’t that be fun.” 

12. Coming home from a four-game trip is a lot different when you have 
your baby boy waiting for you back home, something Kane learned for 
the first time this week. When you’re gone for six or seven (or more) days 
at a time, sometimes you come home to an entirely different kid. You 
never know when those “wonder weeks” will come. 

“His head’s pretty round, he’s losing some of his hair,” Kane said with a 
smile. “A lot of people said he looks like my dad — got a big, bald, round 
head. It’s exciting coming back to see him.” 

13. We’ve talked about bolstering the Laz and Powers podcast for some 
time. We’re actually doing something about it this season. 

We’ve seen how much people love calling into the Hoge & Jahns’ show, 
so we’ve added a voicemail of our own. You can leave us a message 
about the Blackhawks or whatever at 714-759-4529. We’ll aim to play 
some of them on the show. For the most, we’ll be releasing new 
episodes on Mondays this season. 
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Blackhawks-Red Wings rivalry memories: Sleepless nights, fights and 
rowdy fans 

 

By Scott Powers, Mark Lazerus, Max Bultman Jan 22, 2021  

 

During the 56-game 2021 season, the Blackhawks and Red Wings face 
each other eight times, beginning with Friday’s matchup at the United 
Center. Ahead of Chicago’s home opener, we look back at a collection of 
memorable moments from the Original Six rivalry.  

The Chicago Blackhawks and Detroit Red Wings compiled a total of 308 
penalty minutes during a game on Dec. 23, 1988. It ranks 11th in NHL 
history for most penalty minutes. 

Bob McGill, who was playing for the Blackhawks at the time, recorded 20 
of those minutes. He had a 10-minute misconduct in the second period, 
fought Kris King early in the third period and then fought Bob Probert late 
in the third period. It would seem like a memorable game for McGill or 
anyone involved in it. 

So, what about it, Bob? 

“Oh, boy, I don’t know,” McGill said on Thursday. “It’s like, hey, back in 
the old Chuck Norris Division days, that was a pretty common thing. 
Rivalry between the cities of Detroit and Chicago were pretty fierce. The 



 

CAROLINA HURRICANES 
NEWS CLIPPINGS • January 23, 2021 

 

thing was it was the same with St. Louis and Minnesota. That whole 
division, Toronto, all the teams in that division, it wasn’t the most skilled 
division, but it was certainly a physical division. 

“On nights where one team was getting the upper hand on the 
scoreboard or the score started getting run up, it was always, ‘well, if you 
can’t beat them on the scoreboard, we’ll take them out in the alley.’ That 
was something there was no love lost between those two franchises, 
that’s for sure. There were lots of battles all the time. You know what, it 
made for some great matchups. That’s for sure.” 

Blackhawks defenseman Dave Manson had 34 penalty minutes that 
night. He had two fight penalties, a roughing penalty, an instigator 
penalty, a misconduct penalty and a game misconduct penalty. He has to 
remember that game, right? 

“Off the top, no, there were quite a few games like that back in the Norris 
Division,” Manson said. “There were some battles. Things could get out 
of hand. To remember one specifically, no. They had their fair share of 
tough guys. We had our tough guys. They were highly contested 
matches.” 

That Dec. 23, 1998, game got out of hand first on the scoreboard and 
then in the penalty box. The Blackhawks jumped out to a 3-0 lead and 
won the game 7-2. Manson led the Blackhawks in penalty minutes, and 
Joe Kocur had a team-high 27 minutes for the Red Wings. 

Kocur was one of the Red Wings’ frequent fighters. The major one, 
though, was Probert. McGill had five bouts with Probert and 19 total 
against the Red Wings in his career, according to hockeyfights.com. 

“It was never a dull moment,” McGill said. “I can tell you one thing, there 
were lots of restless afternoon pregame naps. … Both teams had some 
really good skill guys, but both teams had five and six guys who could 
handle themselves. There was a never shortage of the fans being able to 
be entertained by the fisticuffs for sure.” 

How did McGill fare against Probert? 

“Well, I’m still here talking to you, aren’t I?” McGill said with a laugh. “You 
know what? I did all right. I had one bad outcome that wasn’t very good, 
but in the six times to come away unscathed. To me, he was the 
heavyweight champ. He was the toughest guy. But the rivalry, he’d get 
after guys, and I’ve had to stick up for my teammates and whatever. 
Sometimes you wonder how smart you are getting in there to that, but 
the end of the day, it’s all about trying to help your team win and doing 
what you can for your teammates. It was something I was very proud to 
do to help my teammates and go to battle for them. It was an honor, for 
sure.” 

Manson fought Probert that game, too. Manson usually understood why 
Probert or whoever wanted to go. 

“You just knew if you were going to be physical on a player, you were 
going to answer for it,” Manson said. “You always knew the 
circumstances, and you knew the guys who were going to come calling. 
Even the goal scorers had to defend their turf sometimes, too. It was up 
and down the lineups.” 

McGill, ironically, found himself a Red Wing a few years later. He was 
taken by the San Jose Sharks in the expansion draft and then traded to 
the Red Wings late in the 1991-92 season. 

McGill played his former team and he even went at it with his former 
Blackhawks teammate Stu Grimson in a regular-season game. 

“Just before the playoffs started, the players, we went on strike,” McGill 
said. “I think we played a couple regular-season games before the 
playoffs started, and one of them was against Chicago. So there was that 
bitterness obviously in there. I think the game was getting a little out of 
hand and some slashing back and forth and the gloves came off. With 
Stu Grimson there, there’s a reason why they called him the Grim 
Reaper.” 

The fight didn’t go well for McGill. Even tougher than that was the Red 
Wings getting swept by the Blackhawks in the playoffs. 

“So when I left in the expansion draft, it was tough to leave Chicago 
because it was the most close-knit group of team that I ever played on,” 
McGill said. “All the players and wives and kids and whatever, it was 
such a great group. We did lots of stuff together as the whole group kind 
of thing. Then to leave there and get traded to Detroit and then have to 
go in there and play there, it was mixed feelings. Obviously you have the 
allegiance to your team. I probably played harder against your buddies 
than you do someone else. 

“It was one of the things when we got beat four straight, it was not very 
fun and didn’t like to have to go down the handshake line at the end of it 
with kind of my head down because the fact we got beat four straight. It 
was kind of bittersweet because you felt happy for the guys because it 
was still mostly the team that I played with for the previous three years. It 
was something for them.” 

Denis Savard might have been one of the most graceful players of his 
era, but he wasn’t soft. You couldn’t be back then, or you’d get eaten 
alive. 

“I was no angel,” Savard said with a laugh. “This one guy, (Bob Errey) 
tried to hurt me pretty good. And I wasn’t one of those guys that’s going 
to go around hitting people all over the place. But when he came across 
center ice with his head down, I didn’t care where he was going — I laid 
him up. And I’ll tell you what, after that, he never bothered me again. 
That’s how it was back then. An eye for an eye.” 

That’s how heated the Blackhawks-Red Wings rivalry could get. It turned 
Savoir Faire into a goon. 

Not that Savard necessarily looked forward to the games. 

“The thing I’ll remember forever is going into the games the night before 
— you wouldn’t sleep well, because you were going to war the next day,” 
he said. “I never told anybody that at the time, or did anything, or asked 
my teammates how they were feeling. But for me personally, I always 
had trouble sleeping the night before a Detroit game. I knew it was going 
to be a rough night, a rough game.” 

That meant a lot of sleepless nights for Savard, considering how often 
they met. Two exhibition games and eight regular-season games every 
year, plus four playoff series. (“Felt like we played them in the playoffs 
every year,” Savard said.) And the Red Wings certainly had some 
menacing figures. Savard wasn’t particularly fond of Shawn Burr, who 
usually shadowed Savard as a checking-line center. Kris Draper caused 
plenty of headaches for Savard. Of course, the Blackhawks had the likes 
of Al Secord, Dave Manson and Behn Wilson back then, too. 

Players really don’t get swept up in the Original Six stuff, but fans and the 
press do. And that only amplified tensions between the two teams. 

“When you play, you don’t want to read the news too much because 
there’s stuff that is said in there that could intimidate you, and that’s how 
it was when we played,” Savard said. “Whether it came from the 
management or the players. I mean, you know going in that it’s going to 
be physical, but then once it’s mentioned and you read about it, well, now 
you know it’s going to be twice as hard because they’re talking about it.” 

There was no love lost between the players, who got sick of seeing each 
other 10 to 16 times a year. But it was the fans that really made the 
rivalry. “There were always three or four thousand Detroit fans in 
Chicago, and always three or four thousand — or more — Chicago fans 
in Detroit,” Savard said. “And in the ’80s, there was no glass behind the 
benches, so you were able to hear the fans. It was wide open. You’d 
hear all the time, ‘Savard! You’re not very good!’” 

Savard, you’re not very good? Really, Savvy? 

“OK, it was a lot dirtier than that,” he said. “We had some laughs with it.” 

Keith Gave, former Red Wings beat writer, Detroit Free Press: 
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That smell — a provocative mingling of stale beer, popcorn and hot dog 
water just turning a bit rancid. Ask any former NHL player about his 
memories of the old Chicago Stadium and that’s one of the first things 
he’ll mention. The place just smelled like old-time hockey. That and the 
cramped dressing rooms, the 22 stairs leading up to ice level and 
National Anthem that was rarely heard above the roar of the crowd that 
overwhelmed the song on the first note. 

As rivalries went, there were certainly worse places to visit. And when the 
teams played one another eight times a season — as Detroit and 
Chicago did as Norris Division rivals in the old 21-team NHL — well, 
whether you played the game or wrote about it for your favorite morning 
newspaper you just savored every minute of it. The best part was the 
teams played eight times a year — four in each city — just as they’re 
doing in this COVID-shortened season of 56 games, all against divisional 
opponents. In other words, it’s a sprint to the playoffs when every game 
is essentially worth four points. 

Some of my most vivid memories in nearly two decades of covering the 
NHL took place in that old barn during the startling metamorphosis as the 
“Dead Wings” began their rise to prominence in the late 1980s and 
beyond. From our perch in the press box at one end of the rink (Lesson 
No. 1: Keep your head up at all times. The white wall behind us was 
littered with black smudges left by ricocheting frozen pucks) we could see 
Denis Savard skating right at us for two of the three periods, doing his 
signature spin-o-rama as he eluded a defender on his way toward a 
helpless goaltender. 

We were close enough to the action to see the lights go out on Gary 
Nylund, courtesy of an uppercut from Bob Probert that seemed to come 
out of nowhere. 

And that anthem. It was so inspiring that opponents often said it felt like 
they were behind by a goal or two before the song even ended. That’s 
what kind of jump it gave the home team. If you could survive the first five 
or six minutes at Chicago Stadium, you had a chance. But never was that 
anthem, sung by the incomparable Wayne Messmer, more inspiring than 
when the NHL held its All-Star Game just a few days after the United 
States invaded Iraq in the Gulf War in 1991. 

It was so loud, it felt silent. I couldn’t hear my own voice when I tried to 
choke out a few notes. “Let’s show the world how we do it in Chicago,” 
one sign read. And they did. “GI’s, the REAL All-Stars,” read another. 
Patriotism reigned, and I might have led the press corps in tears. At that 
moment, my son was serving in the Navy, sitting on an aircraft carrier 
bobbing in the Persian Gulf. I lost it. Then I happened to look next to me, 
and standing there, brushing against my shoulder in that cramped press 
box, was Stan Mikita, one of the Blackhawks’ legendary players who 
competed with Gordie Howe and Ted Lindsay in another era of the 
rivalry. Talk about goosebumps on top of goosebumps … 

Of all the years I chronicled the Detroit-Chicago rivalry, one moment 
stands out. Early in the 1991-92 season, when I learned in no uncertain 
terms just how highly regarded a certain rising Red Wings star was by 
the opposition. The Wings and Blackhawks were the two best teams in 
the Norris Division. In fact, the Wings would finish the season with 98 
points to Chicago’s 87. But the Blackhawks put together a great playoff 
run and advanced all the way to the Stanley Cup Finals before falling to 
Pittsburgh. 

But on that night, Nov. 19, 1991, Blackhawks coach Mike Keenan was 
shaking his head as we walked the corridor away from the dressing 
rooms. He was heading to the team bus; I would grab the nearest 
elevator up to the press box five stories above ice level at The Joe. 
Keenan was muttering to himself as much as he was talking to me when 
I asked him what he saw in this Detroit team that seemed to be on the 
verge of crashing the party of the NHL’s elite teams. “Fedorov,” Keenan 
said bluntly. “We had no answer for Sergei Fedorov. When he was on the 
ice, it was men against boys. We couldn’t compete.” Now you have to 
know Mike Keenan to appreciate a comment like that. He rarely spoke in 
those terms, even of his own players. But he was right. Fedorov had a 
goal and three assists in a 4-1 Detroit victory. A rookie defenseman 

named Vladimir Konstantinov had two assists that night as well, en route 
to becoming another player Keenan would grudgingly hold in similar 
esteem. For good reason. 

Keenan left the Blackhawks after that season. He took a year off, then 
went to the New York Rangers and led them to their first Stanley Cup title 
in 54 years in 1994. In three of the next four years, however, Fedorov, 
with plenty of help, would lead the Red Wings to the Stanley Cup Finals, 
winning twice in 1997-1998 — right in the heart of a 25-year playoff 
streak that will likely never be matched. 

Think about it. Chicago succeeded Detroit as the NHL’s gold-standard 
franchise. The Hawks won three Stanley Cups in six years, the first in 
2010. Their playoff streak lasted nine seasons, ending in 2017. And now, 
both teams are looking up — from near the bottom of the NHL standings. 
But the rivalry endures, even in beautiful new arenas that feel more like 
shopping malls and smell too much like hand sanitizer. 

Perhaps no series in modern Blackhawks history has been remembered 
as fondly as the second round of the 2013 Stanley Cup playoffs against 
Detroit, when the Blackhawks rallied from 3-1 down in the series to win 
on Brent Seabrook’s overtime goal in Game 7 at the United Center. 

But the 2009 Western Conference final — in which the defending 
champion Red Wings bounced the Blackhawks in five games — was a 
crucial mile marker in the Blackhawks’ long road to contention. 

“It was a very important series, a point in our career, in that trajectory for 
our team,” Duncan Keith said. “Just the team that they had — it felt like 
we learned so much and took so much from their players and their team, 
the way they played. Hard on the puck and hard to play against and very 
disciplined. Not just their team, but their individual players. We watched a 
lot and we took a lot from how they handled themselves. That was a 
huge experience for us as a team and as individual players to grow, and 
a big part of the reason why we pushed through and were able to win it 
the following year.” 

Keith spent more than a year at Michigan State, going to Red Wings 
games whenever he could. He loved watching Chris Chelios and Nicklas 
Lidstrom play. Going to Joe Louis Arena as a player never lost its magic 
once he broke into the league in 2005-06. He’d watch Chelios and 
Lidstrom on TV when they weren’t playing, and when they were, he’d 
even poke his head out of the locker room during Detroit’s morning 
skates just to catch a glimpse of what they were doing. 

“Playing against Chelios was pretty surreal,” Keith said. 

After beating Calgary and Vancouver in the first two rounds of the 
playoffs, Detroit pretty much had its way with Chicago in that conference 
final. But it still had a happy ending, just like the 2013 series. It just took 
another year to reach. 

“They beat us pretty good that series, obviously,” said Patrick Kane, who 
looked up to Red Wings such as Pavel Datsyuk and future teammate 
Marian Hossa. “But looking back on that year, I think it was just exciting 
to see the excitement level of the people in Chicago, and fans in the city 
jumping on board and getting behind the team. Everyone was talking 
about the Blackhawks, and it got us excited as players. We realized if we 
had a good team and a chance to win, the city would be on board. 
Obviously, it carried over to the next year. That series, playing that team 
in general, was good for all of us.” 
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The Athletic / If NBC Sports Network ends, what would it mean for the 
NHL? 

 

By Sean Shapiro Jan 22, 2021  
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On Friday, news broke that NBC Universal would be shuttering NBC 
Sports Network by the end of 2021. 

Sports Business Journal’s John Ourand was the first to report the 
development. Some of the major programming on NBCSN, including the 
NHL and English Premier League, are expected to move to the USA 
Network. 

“At the conclusion of 2021, we have decided that the best strategic next 
step for our Sports Group and the entire company is to wind down 
NBCSN completely, with key elements of NBCSN’s programming moving 
to USA Network and, in some cases Peacock for 2022 and beyond,” 
NBCUniversal said in a memo Friday. 

NBC holds the NHL’s national rights, but NBCSN aired more NHL 
national games than NBC. The NHL’s TV deal with NBC is up at the end 
of the 2020-21 season. This leads to a natural question, what does this 
mean for the NHL? 

Apparently, the gloom and doom talk should be put on pause for the 
league. 

“It’s all good for the NHL,” Patrick Crakes, a former Fox Sports executive 
who now runs Crakes Media Consulting said. “There is no bad here for 
the NHL.” 

According to Crakes, it’s a two-fold development of positivity for the NHL. 
For starters, if NHL games are moving from NBCSN to USA, the league 
is moving into more homes and gaining more viewership. 

Crakes said it’s possible that NBC could use the NHL to put exclusive 
games within it’s Peacock streaming platform, which NBC has been 
working to bolster, but the NHL likely wouldn’t allow that to happen 
without at least keeping a similar number of games broadcast on USA or 
NBC, if not more. 

And even if NBC is looking for fewer NHL games, which is possible, it 
opens the league to more easily pick up a second national TV partner. 

“The NHL can now make more money with another high-quality partner 
in addition to NBC at the end of this deal,” Crakes said. “If that’s the 
case, where is the bad?” 

This could set up a situation where the NHL has a national partnership 
with NBC and either ESPN or Fox, which both have been reportedly 
interested in NHL rights once NBC’s deal comes to a close. 

Industry observers have looked at the NHL’s national television deal as 
something that could somewhat mimic what the NBA does with multiple 
partners. Whether it’s a coincidence or causation, the shuttering of 
NBCSN could make it easier for the league to explore those options. 

The NHL’s current 10-year deal with NBC was for $200 million. In 2016, 
the NBA announced a nine-year, $24 billion media rights deal with ESPN 
and Turner Sports. 
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The Athletic / NHL goaltending depth has never been more important: 
Duhatschek notebook 

 

By Eric Duhatschek Jan 22, 2021  

 

This has been life for goaltender Anton Forsberg during the last fortnight 
or so: 

Started training camp in Edmonton, with the Oilers, projected as their No. 
3, but in a worldwide pandemic, you never know, right? Then claimed by 
the Carolina Hurricanes as part of the backup goalie shuffle that occurred 
around the annual NHL waiver draft. Forsberg had only just landed on 
the Carolina roster, when the Winnipeg Jets — who’d lost Eric Comrie on 
waivers to the New Jersey Devils — put in a claim for his services. So, 
Edmonton to Raleigh; Raleigh to Winnipeg; but thankfully, Forsberg was 
not obliged to leave Canada and deal with multiple border crossings, 
because the ink on the paperwork from the first claim hadn’t dried before 
the second one occurred. 

So … small blessings in a year when more than one NHL player is going 
to land in transactional limbo. 

So here we are, just more than a week into the NHL season, Forsberg 
has been on the roster of three clubs already; still has not played a 
minute of hockey; and is expected to get out of quarantine Saturday, 
assuming all goes well. 

The way the third-string goalie carousel has spun, who knows what might 
happen next? 

There was a legendary goaltender of the past named Gary Smith, who 
earned the nickname Suitcase because he played in the NHL for seven 
teams — eight if you count the Minnesota North Stars twice. 

Thus far in his NHL career, Forsberg has spent time in the Columbus, 
Chicago and Carolina organizations prior to signing with Edmonton this 
year. HockeyDB, the popular Internet site, doesn’t even list Edmonton as 
a destination on his hockey resume, because he didn’t actually suit up for 
the Oilers. It was the same for Comrie last year, who went from Winnipeg 
to Arizona on waivers; from Arizona to Detroit in a minor trade; and then 
back to Winnipeg, again on waivers. 

Like Forsberg, Comrie was seen this season as a viable option for any 
team looking for a goaltending insurance policy. Like Forsberg, Comrie 
still hasn’t seen any actual game action — and may not, now that Aaron 
Dell has also moved to New Jersey on waivers, this time via Toronto. 

These are people, not pieces on a chessboard, but right now, they look 
like pawns in the NHL’s version of “The Queen’s Gambit,” the popular 
Netflix show. 

I wondered: What might be going through your head, as you’re sitting in a 
hotel room, getting increasingly stale and less sharp, and not knowing 
whether you’re staying — or moving on again? 

“It would be tough on you mentally,” answered Jamie McLennan, the 
TSN hockey analyst, who spent the better part of his 11-year NHL career 
as a backup goalie and understands just how replaceable a part you can 
be in that role. 

According to McLennan, the first thing you need is a good agent. 

“That’s when your agent makes his money — he’s reaching out to the 
managers involved, asking them, ‘What’s the end game here?’ because 
you’re asking him, ‘What the hell is going on?’ 

“Usually, a lot of these managers are cognizant and respectful of the 
human side of things — and explain what the plan is. But it can also 
depend upon the relationship your agent has with the manager in 
question. Some guys will give you the straight scoop. Other guys will give 
you the company line. Your agent has to have a relationship with the 
league to find out, ‘Where is the path?’ 

“As a player, you’re not happy because you can’t work out. You’re just 
sitting there wondering, where am I going to end up? In the AHL? On the 
taxi squad? And with what organization? I’m sure there’s lots of 
frustration there.” 

Still, this appears to be the way of the NHL world in 2020-21, where 
goaltending depth has never been valued as highly. 

There are some around the league who believe having a quality No. 2 
goalie is critical to any of the teams in the vast NHL middle that’s hoping 
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to earn one of 16 playoff spots. The theory: If you don’t get any (or 
enough) wins out of your backup goalie, it could be the difference 
between making and missing the playoffs by the slimmest of margins. 

There are others who believe the opposite — that the nature of the 2020-
21 schedule is such that they can rely even more heavily on a single 
starting goaltender to carry a greater netminding load because the travel, 
for a lot of teams, is lighter than usual. 

McLennan places himself in the camp of the former, believing most 
teams “are going to get, from their starters, consistent results. It’s your 
back-up that has to be .500 or better. 

“Darryl Sutter used to say to me all the time: ‘I don’t care what your 
numbers are. I only care about wins and losses. You’re not here to give 
Kipper (Miikka Kiprusoff) a night off. You’re here to get us points — and 
you have to be .500 or better.’ And that’s the truth. 

“But there might also be a scenario when the backup has to go on a bit of 
a run. What if your starter is sitting next to a guy who had COVID? All of 
sudden, he’s got to lockdown for two weeks. How many games is that? 
Six? More? That’s the scary part. We haven’t even seen the craziness of 
all of this. We’ve seen a little of it — but it’s coming, where we see more 
crazy things unfold.” 

I spoke to McLennan hours before just such a situation developed in 
Washington — where four members of the Capitals, including goaltender 
Ilya Samsonov, breached the league’s COVID-19 protocols. Samsonov is 
now out for a minimum of four games, meaning the Capitals will rely on a 
tandem that includes a rookie, Vitek Vanecek, and activated, from their 
taxi squad, their new insurance policy, the veteran Craig Anderson. 
Anderson was pressed into services after the Caps’ previous backup 
option, Henrik Lundqvist, retired because of a medical issue. 

In the past, third-string depth goalies were almost always readily 
available somewhere around the NHL, just a phone call away. Now? 

“You can’t just pick up the phone anymore and trade for a guy and he 
meets the team the next day,” said McLennan. “Now, you’ve got 
quarantines, and taxi squads, and it makes those goaltenders more 
important than ever. 

“When you’ve got a season that’s 17 weeks long, and your starter tweaks 
something and is out for two-to-four weeks or four-to-six weeks, that’s 
now a big chunk of the season — so you better have guys ready that you 
trust. I look at Montreal and Marc Bergevin — he got ahead of it and 
spent $4 million on a back-up. It’s never been more important to have 
depth at the goaltending position — because of the condensed season 
and because of all the back-to-back games.” 

McLennan believes goalie workloads will be split more than ever — and 
that teams will go the extra mile in order to give their starters the 
necessary time off to stay fresh throughout the year. Still, every team is 
in a different place with its goaltending. 

Some teams have a clearcut No. 1. 

Others are committed to a work-share arrangement. 

“If my math is correct, I’m going to say that 72 points will get you into the 
playoffs,” said former NHL goaltender Darren Pang. “If your No. 1 goalie 
plays 40 games, then that leaves 16 left over. That means your back-up 
goalie has 16 games in which he probably has to get you 10 wins — 20 
points. Twenty points from your backup goaltender, in a shortened 
season, playing a lot in the second game of back-to-backs, is a big ask 
for some of these teams. 

“So, I think having a veteran, experienced second guy is important — 
someone who has the gumption to go in there and win a game against a 
team you’re facing all the time, in a four-point game, and be one of the 
top three stars, in my opinion. So, I think there is a magnified importance 
on your second goaltender for sure — no matter how great your top 
goaltender is.” 

Then there is also the human side of the equation, where McLennan can 
muster some sympathy for his goaltending brothers-in-arms. 

“It’s not even about the money — because it’s abbreviated money this 
year anyway,” said McLennan. “As a player, you’re looking for stability 
and normalcy — and nothing about this is normal. Nothing. When Anton 
Forsberg signed to be the third goaltender in Edmonton, I don’t think he 
could have imagined sitting in a hotel room in Winnipeg, after being 
shuffled around, wondering what the end game is. There is whole other 
layer that messes with you this year.” 

“This is a different year” 

The goaltending merry-go-round began with the Hurricanes, when 
general manager Don Waddell put in a claim for Forsberg because he 
was trying to get his own third-stringer, Alex Nedeljkovic, onto the taxi 
squad — but was fearful he might lose him on waivers. 

According to Waddell, the rules this year force managers to make those 
sorts of moves, as a necessary precaution. 

“I didn’t want to get caught,” explained Waddell, in an interview. Waddell 
said he reached out to both Forsberg and Forsberg’s agent to let him 
know exactly what was going on. 

Forsberg hadn’t left Canada, not necessarily because of quarantine 
considerations, but because he didn’t have a U.S. work visa. 

So, the delay worked to his advantage, in that he didn’t have to cross a 
border. 

“I called (Forbersg) and told him that we’d claimed him, but we weren’t 
sure what was going to happen — and that things were going to sort 
themselves out,” said Waddell. “I had to protect myself because if we’d 
lost Ned, we would have needed (Forsberg) to come in. So, I laid out 
what we were thinking and once Ned went through, I called him back and 
said to him, ‘We’ll put you back on waivers and if you don’t get picked up, 
we’ll bring you into Raleigh. If you get picked up, obviously, we’ll go from 
there.’ I pretty much explained it all to his agent and to Kenny (Holland, 
the Oilers’ GM). Kenny kinda knew my thinking. I felt kinda bad for Kenny 
because Kenny’s a friend. I said I need to protect myself here.” 

The NHL’s transition rules are complicated and the quarantine 
requirements vary from jurisdiction to jurisdiction, so it creates a level of 
confusion for players, fans, and even for the managers themselves. 

“A day doesn’t go by when one or more questions arise about what we 
can and cannot do — and what we should be doing,” said Waddell. 

“The biggest thing for everybody is the cap — and to have three goalies 
on the cap. That’s why teams are trying to slide guys through. When 
Kenny signed Forsberg, he signed him to a one-way contract and he 
didn’t think anyone would pick him up. 

“But this is a different year.” 

On Ovechkin, Kuznetsov, Orlov and Samsonov 

It was inevitable that there would be a breach of COVID-19 protocols in 
the NHL, after a summer in which they managed to conduct a full playoff 
without a single positive test. That was the advantage of playing in a 
bubble — it allowed teams (and the league) to strictly monitor player 
behavior. 

The NHL knew such a thing was impossible this year, and according to 
commissioner Gary Bettman, didn’t even breach the topic when 
negotiating return-to-play protocols with the players’ association. And so, 
when four members of the Capitals — Alex Ovechkin, Evgeny 
Kuznetsov, Dmitri Orlov and Samsonov – gathered in a single hotel room 
on the team’s first road trip of the season, thus breaching the dense, 
detailed document that outlines safe practices for the coming season, 
they were obliged to enter quarantine; will miss a minimum of four 
games, maybe more. 

It’s left to the remaining players and coaching staff to get through the 
next week without them. 
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Nothing about that surprises me, by the way. If you spend four decades 
around professional athletes, the one thing that connects one generation 
to the next is the illusion of invincibility that so many of them have — and 
that whatever bad thing may happen is going to happen to someone 
else. 

They are bulletproof. And really, that sort of belief system is probably why 
they get to where they do. Considering the number of registered hockey 
players around the world, everyone who makes it to the NHL overcomes 
long odds to get there. For some, it creates a sense that if they beat the 
odds once, they can beat them again. 

Until they don’t. 

It’ll be fascinating to see what the long-term implications of this are, 
assuming that the Caps players get back to playing at their normal levels 
after the mandatory quarantine ends. With Samsonov out, they’ll get 
early answers at the critical backup goaltending position. Defensively, 
there isn’t a huge drop-off from Jonas Siegenthaler to Dmitry Orlov, but 
up front, no one coming out of the press box — Conor Sheary, Brian 
Pinho, maybe even Connor McMichael, fresh from his world junior 
hockey appearance for Team Canada — can realistically replace what 
Ovechkin and Kuznetsov contribute. ALSO: Ovechkin’s pursuit of former 
Capitals star Mike Gartner on the NHL’s all-time scoring list will be put on 
hold for at least another week (Gartner is at 708 career goals, seventh 
all-time and Ovechkin is at 707). 

When they do eventually get back, you can reasonably assume that 
they’ll be playing “guilty” the rest of the way. Knowing they let their 
teammates down once, chances are they will be on their best behavior 
going forward. 
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The Athletic / LeBrun: NHL keeping options open in 2021 to prepare for 
important 2022 season 

 

By Pierre LeBrun Jan 22, 2021  

 

The Hurricanes, Stars and Panthers have all had their schedules tangibly 
impacted by COVID-19 already and one can only assume this is just the 
beginning with more teams sure to be affected at some point. 

This was predictable. It’s what we were ready for before the season 
started, we tried to warn fans, and the other sports leagues got everyone 
used to that reality. 

The NHL schedule was created as more of a hopeful guide than a 
certainty. “One game at a time” has never been more true than during 
this 2020-21 pandemic season. 

But if there’s a question I get asked routinely,– even more often than 
where will Pierre-Luc Dubois get traded — it’s what happens if some 
teams simply can’t play all 56 games and how the standings will be 
decided in that case. 

For the second time in a month, I put the question to Bill Daly and if I ask 
a third time he might throat punch me. 

“We expect to play 56 games,’’ the NHL’s deputy commissioner said via 
email. “If we are unable to do so for whatever reason, we will analyze all 
the relevant facts and circumstances and make an appropriate 
determination at that time.’’ 

Keep in mind that the schedule was designed with windows in each 
team’s matrix to shuffle games around, plus the league has kept a buffer 
week as an option after the regular ends to schedule more make-up 
games. Which would delay the playoffs one week. 

Still, it’s obviously a possibility, even with all that flexibility in the system, 
that a few teams can’t pull it off. Just look at Florida, it’s not even of their 
own doing but by having Dallas early on the schedule and Carolina this 
week, the Panthers got squeezed twice in the process. 

If some teams can’t get to 56 games, and it will be interesting to see how 
late in the season the league will wait to make that determination, what 
are the options? 

Really only two as far as I can tell: 

• Backdate all the teams in the affected division to the same number of 
games, so for example 52 or 54 instead of 56. 

• Determine the standings by points percentage. 

To me, option No. 2 is the fairest. If the games have been played, they 
should stay part of season evidence. They shouldn’t be wiped out. 

While it stinks if you’re a team that suddenly drops a spot or two in the 
standings because a team that’s played fewer games has a better points 
percentage, I would just point to last summer’s bubble tournament. 

The seedings in the play-in round were based on points percentage of an 
incomplete regular season. 

Now, there’s a whole other scenario as well. There’s speculation about 
what’s going to happen with the Summer Olympics in Tokyo slated for 
July 23-Aug. 8. 

If the Olympics are cancelled, that alleviates the NHL’s concern about 
having the Stanley Cup Final overlap with the Summer Games when TV 
partner NBC is carrying both. 

In theory, the cancellation of the Summer Olympics would allow the NHL 
more runway to extend its season. 

The thing is, the desire to wrap up the final by mid-July was never only 
about the Summer Games. It was part of it, sure. But there are other 
factors. 

One, NHL commissioner Gary Bettman has reiterated several times that 
it’s important for the league to get back on a normal schedule cycle and 
drop the puck next fall on time as Seattle enters the fray. Plus, the TV 
ratings for last summer’s bubble tournament were weak, and I think the 
commissioner simply feels the fan base doesn’t want a summer full of 
hockey (I’m with him). 

Not to mention the critical dates would have to be re-shuffled: the draft, 
the expansion draft, free agency, you name it. So further delaying things 
really isn’t a fix. 

Already pushing this shortened season into mid-July is pushing enough. 

But there’s also another reason to want to start next season on time: The 
Winter Olympics. 

The NHL and NHL Players’ Association agreed in the CBA extension to 
go back to the Olympics. The Beijing Games are slated for Feb 4-20 next 
season. 

That’s coming fast. 

But it’s also why the NHL and NHLPA want to have their schedule back 
on a normal calendar in order to accommodate the Olympic break next 
year. 

Now, it’s worth reminding that the NHL and NHLPA still have to negotiate 
an Olympic deal with the IOC and IIHF and need to do so before the NHL 
cements its 2021-22 schedule. Normally, the NHL schedule needs to be 
done by early July, but the marketing and business folks at the 
NHL/NHLPA are going to want to know before that in order to get the ball 
rolling on such a huge enterprise. 

Those talks with the IOC and IIHF haven’t really begun in earnest but 
that’s going to have to happen pretty soon. 
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“We’ll turn to that before too long, I’m pretty optimistic that will be 
negotiated,’’ NHLPA executive director Don Fehr told me in a Dec. 23 
interview. 

NHLPA senior spokesperson Jonathan Weatherdon reiterated Thursday 
night that Olympic planning is of high importance. 

All of which is bigger picture explanation of why whatever happens with 
the 2020-21 season, you get every sense that while the league will do all 
it can to plow through it and award the Stanley Cup, it’s not going to do 
anything to seriously impact the timing and flow of the 2021-22 season. 

That’s a huge season for the NHL and NHLPA. The hope is crowds will 
be back in buildings and revenues will be flowing and a new U.S. TV deal 
kicks in. 

That trumps whatever version of this season is going to be. 

So keep that in mind as the league navigates these uncertain waters. It’s 
about getting a semblance of a season in, satisfying the TV partners, 
awarding a Cup, but then dropping the mic and turning the page. 
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The Athletic / Why some fans can’t stream live NHL games right now 

 

By Sean Shapiro Jan 22, 2021  

 

Much of the 2020-21 NHL season was a waiting game for fans. 

Waiting on key dates, waiting on games to start and, for some markets, 
waiting for the chance to be let into a limited capacity building to actually 
watch hockey in person. 

And for those that want to stream their local team’s games, in at least 13 
American NHL markets, the wait seems like it’s frustratingly going to 
continue. 

Both Hulu and YouTube TV dropped the 21 Sinclair-owned Fox Sports 
regional networks from their offerings in October, joining Sling and 
FuboTV among their streaming cohorts to not carry the regional sports 
networks. 

This impacts NHL fans in Arizona, Carolina, Detroit, Florida, Tampa, St. 
Louis, Minnesota, Columbus, Anaheim, Los Angeles, Dallas, Nashville 
and Tampa. It also impacts 17 NBA franchises and will soon impact 14 
MLB teams when that season rolls around in a couple of months. 

There are also disputes between NESN and streaming services in 
Boston, and the MSG Networks, which carry the three New York area 
teams. 

NESN released a statement last week that said, “There are no ongoing 
discussions with YouTube TV for carriage at this time. We offered our 
most favorable rates and terms last September, and received no offer in 
return. NESN would certainly like to be back on their platform but their 
decision to subsequently drop NESN, and over 20 other RSNs across the 
country, suggests they no longer wish to serve local sports fans.” 

If you want to stream the game locally, the only option in most markets is 
AT&T TV or having a traditional cable subscription and logging into Fox 
Sports Go or a similar service that MSG and NESN offer. It’s not a 
complete local blackout, but for many fans who have embraced 
streaming services, it’s causing considerable frustrations, which has 
surfaced on social media across the league. 

When The Athletic’s St. Louis Blues beat writer Jeremy Rutherford 
tweeted about Fox Sports Midwest broadcast crew on opening night, he 
was quickly reminded in his replies that many Blues fans weren’t able to 

access the broadcast. In Los Angeles, Kings play-by-play broadcaster 
Alex Faust wished a happy birthday to a fan earlier this week who 
mentioned on Twitter that she had to switch back to cable to watch the 
Kings. 

Fights between television providers and regional sports networks aren’t a 
new thing, but the COVID-19 pandemic has escalated the battle between 
the Sinclair-owned stations and providers. 

Contracts with YouTube TV and Hulu originally ran out in early 2020, but 
with the NHL and NBA returning, combined with MLB games, the sides 
worked out an extension until October. When the deal expired at that 
point, it was a dead time in sports programming, and without much 
pressure to get games on the air, providers felt less pressure to get 
something done. 

And with less reason to even look for regional sports networks on the 
channel guide, it makes sense that many fans didn’t even realize they 
were missing something until they tried to watch a live game for the first 
time in December or January. 

“Providers want these disputes to happen during a dead period,” said 
Lee Burke, president and CEO of LHB Sports, Entertainment & Media, 
Inc. “When there isn’t a demand for content, the games, there isn’t the 
outside pressure from viewers. In most of these disputes, something 
finally gets figured out when the demand starts to reach a new high.” 

According to Patrick Crakes, a former Fox Sports executive, that demand 
and threshold should reach it’s highest point in April when NBA and NHL 
teams are in playoff pushes and the MLB season is starting on April 1. 

Until then, however, the prognosis isn’t great if you are a streaming 
subscriber and want to watch your local NHL team in one of the impacted 
markets. 

You can change services, which in most markets means switching to 
AT&T TV, or simply wait and hope a deal is worked out sooner than later. 

NHL teams are caught in an awkward situation, where internal frustration 
has been bubbling up, but teams can’t or won’t say anything publicly 
since they are still receiving checks from the rightsholders and don’t want 
to step into the middle of an argument. 

Even when a team’s representatives can speak out, like Dallas 
Mavericks owner Mark Cuban floated alternative options on local radio, 
it’s not a reality. 

In an interview on The Ticket 96.7 FM/1310 in Dallas, Cuban said, “Look, 
I’ve had conversations where we were going to get all the teams 
impacted by this and try to work out a deal, work together, create our 
own virtual digital cable system. I’m looking at every option possible. It 
just is what it is.” 

The Athletic followed up with Cuban on that statement in an email this 
week, particularly the idea he floated about creating an own virtual digital 
cable system. 

“(N)ot going to happen. (I’m) waiting it out like everyone else involved,” 
Cuban said in an email. 

Sinclair, which absorbed a $4.2 billion loss in 2020 on regional sports 
networks, has been more vocal about trying to pressure providers. 
Sinclair launched a website, getmyhometeams.com, that splashes the 
claim that, “Hulu + Live TV & YouTube TV took your favorite teams away 
… and still raised your monthly bill.” 

YouTube TV and Hulu have been more muted on the front since 
dropping the programming in October. According to Crakes, there is 
more pressure on Hulu to figure something out in the short term, for a 
company that has leaned heavily into a “Hulu has live sports,” campaign, 
it would probably be wise to actually have live local sports. 

While streaming numbers are growing, there are still more fans watching 
on traditional cable. AT&T for example has more than eight times the 
number of television subscribers, but the demographic that is embracing 
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streaming is one that the NHL doesn’t want to miss out on, according to 
Burke. 

“It’s a younger demographic that’s used to streaming most things, and for 
NHL teams, or any team, to grow new fans and viewership patterns, you 
want to be in that space,” Burke said. “That’s why I’m sure you are 
hearing about some frustrations from NHL teams on not being on those 
platforms.” 

For the fans looking for a solution, it frustratingly boils down to the reality 
of changing your provider or having to wait for local broadcasts to return, 
maybe once the pressure of an upcoming MLB season arrives for the 
regional sports networks. 

“It’s not ideal for us either way,” one NHL team executive said. “We are 
kind of stuck, and as much as I want to give you an answer or an answer 
to our fans, I don’t know what to say until those two parties figure 
something out.” 
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The Athletic / DGB Grab Bag: We’re back, now let’s talk about NHL 
playoff reseeding 

 

By Sean McIndoe Jan 22, 2021  

 

Welcome back to the Friday Grab Bag, a feature that will appear every 
now and then during the season. This column has been running in some 
form since way back in 2012, so if you already know your way around, go 
ahead and skip down a section. If you’re new, and wondering what 
exactly this is supposed to be, well, me too most weeks. This is the 
column where we make fun of whatever’s happening in the league right 
now, propose weird new ideas that will never happen, argue both sides 
of debates with no winners, meet obscure players from NHL history, and 
go into way too much detail breaking down old YouTube clips from years 
or decades ago. 

It’s definitely not a serious column, unlike everything else I write which is 
also definitely not serious but occasionally at least pretends to be. I’m 
told it’s fun to read at work when you’re acting like you’re busy but are 
already in weekend mode. A disturbing number of people have told me 
they read it in the bathroom, and if you would also like to tell me this, I 
would urge you to reconsider. The point is it’s not for everyone, and 
there’s no hard feelings if you want to tag out now and go read 
something else. You’re also welcome to mash the meh button and post “I 
DON’T GET IT” in the columns every week. You do you. 

Enough rambling, let’s grab some bags. 

The week’s three stars of comedy 

(Wait, three stars of the week? Month? How long has it been since we’ve 
done one of these? I’m not sure. Let’s just go with “week” and then not 
look too closely at any of the dates.) 

The third star: Pat Foley — Our old friend has some strong “I have no 
idea what I’m talking about but I’m going to try to fake my way through it” 
vibes here, and my entire career can relate. 

The second star: Marshawn Lynch — He’s the hero hockey needs right 
now. Maybe Seattle could sign him, then not use him when they’re a 
championship on the line. 

The first star: Andre Burakovsky and Pierre-Edouard Bellemare — Look, 
I know creative nicknames aren’t really a thing anymore, but if we don’t 
start calling Burakovsky “The Dream Crusher” from now on then what are 
we even doing? 

Be It Resolved 

This is a very weird season, and the NHL has had to do some very weird 
things. They’ve put ads on helmets, which is fine, and ads along the 
glass, which is less fine but understandable. The divisions are all messed 
up. So is this schedule. There’s no fans, no All-Star Game, no 
conferences and no wild card. We have taxi squads, which we’re all 
pretending to understand. Everything is different. 

And almost all of it is temporary. Next year, we’re all hoping that things 
will be closer to being back to normal, and most of this will go away. 
Sure, a few of this year’s changes might stick — let’s face it, we all kind 
of assume the helmet ads are here to stay. But most of it will revert back 
to how it’s always been, and we’ll all look back on this year as a bizarre 
time to be a hockey fan that we just had to make the best of. 

But since we’re here … Can we talk about the way the playoffs work this 
year, with a full re-seeding in the conference final? That’s another 
change the league had to make, one where they really had no choice 
because we have four divisions and no conferences, meaning no other 
way to work out the final four. So once we’re down to four teams, anyone 
can play anyone else. 

Be it resolved, let’s all agree to just “forget” to go back to the old way. 

There’s no reason to. And as I’ve argued before, reseeding in the 
conference finals would set up some potentially amazing matchups. 
Imagine a Stanley Cup matchup someday down the line like Toronto vs. 
Montreal, or Calgary vs. Edmonton, or Chicago vs. St. Louis, or 
Washington and Pittsburgh. Those would be amazing. They can’t happen 
under the old format, but they could if we reseeded. 

What’s the argument against doing it that way? History? Nope, because 
the NHL has been all over the map through the years. Fear of a bad 
matchup? We get bad matchups now. The loss of having true conference 
champions? Those are so unimportant that the players make a big show 
of not wanting to even touch the trophies. 

The only real argument is “It’s hockey, we don’t like to change things”. 
Fair enough, but we’ve already changed a bunch of things, out of 
necessity. So here’s our chance. Don’t make some big announcement, or 
turn it into an hours-long debate at the next GM meetings. Just forget to 
change it back. Oops! 

It’s that simple. When the Islanders are playing the Rangers for the 
Stanley Cup or it’s MacKinnon vs. McDavid or Habs/Bruins or whatever 
and everyone is losing their mind, you can thank me then. 

Obscure former player of the week 

Today’s obscure player is Tom Bladon, who I will admit I had never heard 
of until reader Jordan suggested him. Is it weird that I didn’t know who 
Bladon was? Yeah, a little bit, considering he once did this: 

Bladon was a steady blueliner with a big shot who was drafted by the 
Flyers in the second round of the 1972 draft after an impressive junior 
career with the Edmonton Oil Kings. Bladon made the Flyers 
immediately, and spent the next six years as a regular presence on their 
blueline, including for their Cup wins in 1974 and 1975. He was a 
reasonably productive offensive presence but hardly a record-setter, 
usually coming in at around 40 points or so in a season. And that made 
the events of December 11, 1977, all the more surprising. 

That was the night that the Flyers hosted the Cleveland Barons, who you 
kids will just have to trust me were a real NHL team. The Flyers 
squeaked out an 11-1 victory, and Bladon had a game for the ages, 
racking up four goals and four assists to become the first defenseman in 
NHL history, and at the time just the fourth player overall, to have eight 
points in a game. That club has since grown to include a total of 13 
names, including Wayne Gretzky (who did it twice in his career because 
he was good) and Mario Lemieux (who did it three times in the same 
season because he was Mario). 

That list also includes Paul Coffey, making him and Bladon the only two 
eight-point defensemen the league has ever seen. And Bladon’s big 
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game also gave him another record, one that still hasn’t been matched: 
He was a +10 on the night, the only player to ever hit double-digits in a 
single game. (Two other players have been a +9, including Theo Fleury 
in 1993 and Bladon’s teammate Rick Lapointe in that same win over 
Cleveland.) 

That 1977-78 season would be the Barons’ last in existence, and 
Bladon’s last in Philadelphia. He’d bounce around the league for a few 
years, with stops in Pittsburgh, Edmonton, Winnipeg and Detroit before 
hanging up his skates in 1981. 

Classic YouTube clip breakdown 

I had a post this week that ran down some of the best and worst games 
the Leafs have had against the other Canadian teams. Tucked in at the 
end was a story about the Ed Olczyk trade, one that happened as his 
wife was giving birth, and how his new team (the Jets) happened to be 
facing the Leafs in Toronto in the first game after the deal. I remember 
watching that game, and seeing Olczyk get choked up during an 
interview before going out and scoring against his old team. It always 
kind of stuck with me, as one of the first of many reminders that these 
guys are people first and players second. 

That sent me down a rabbit hole, and I found this old clip from the night 
of the deal. I’ve referenced this one before, but we’ve never given it the 
full Grab Bag breakdown treatment, and I think we need to fix that. 

This clip comes us to us from November 11, 1990, and it’s our old friend 
Joe Tilley of CTV. You may remember Joe from previous Grab Bags, or 
from the time he absolutely savaged Leafs’ GM Floyd Smith in a brutal 
on-air editorial. I thoroughly enjoyed the Joe Tilley era. 

In this clip, Joe is walking us through a busy few days for the Leafs. To 
set the context, the 1990-91 Leafs had come into the season with some 
optimism after finishing .500 the year before, but are off to a disastrous 
start. They head into the weekend sitting at 2-15-1 and riding a five-game 
losing streak. Ah well, at least 50-goal man Gary Leeman isn’t hurt. On to 
the highlights! 

Joe starts us off with the Saturday night game against the Hawks. We 
see future Avalanche coach Joe Sacco leading a rush for the Leafs, and 
future unemployed broadcaster Jeremy Roenick making moves for the 
Hawks. And then, yep, there goes Leeman’s season, as he gets blown 
up by Mike Hudson and misses two months. Did I mention the 1990-91 
season was not fun? It was not fun. 

We eventually get a few goals, including a Dave Reid shorty that makes 
me laugh because of how quickly Ed Belfour blames his defenseman, 
plus a Dave Manson goal that is definitely not his most memorable Maple 
Leafs Gardens highlight. The Leafs lose, because this edition of the 
Leafs always lose. 

With the actual hockey out of the way, it’s time to get caught up on the 
good stuff: Trades! (I’ll pause here while you kids google what those 
were.). The Leafs have made a flurry of moves, and Joe will fill us in on 
who went where, right after he twists the knife on Smith just a little bit 
more. 

I mention this every time we do an old CTV clip, but man, their graphics 
guy was a legend. Here he serves up “Trade Winds Blow” and a blowing 
Leafs logo, which is inspired. At least somebody associated with the 
1990-91 Leafs was actually good at this job. 

The first deal sends Johnny McIntyre to the Kings for Mike Krushelnyski, 
because when your team has hit rock bottom it’s always a good idea to 
get older. We all hated this trade at the time, but it actually worked out, 
with Krusher turning into a decent middle-six piece. McIntyre tells 
reporters that “You hate to leave a team when it’s in a situation like this.” 
Fact check: False. 

We find out about a minor league deal and a few AHL moves that don’t 
amount to much, although I vaguely remember the Doug Shedden callup 
being a thing because he was a veteran who was just a few games away 

from 400, which would have unlocked his player pension. I may be 
imagining that part, some old-time Leaf fan please help me out. 

And now, on to our main event, a legitimate blockbuster that sees the 
Leafs trade away two-thirds of their top line. That would be the GEM line, 
of Leeman, Olczyk and Mark Osborne, who’d combined for over 250 
points the season before. Now one of them is in the hospital and two are 
in Winnipeg, and I’ll let you decide which fate is worse. 

In return the Leafs get Dave Ellett and Paul Fenton, whose headshots 
look like the two stages of your dad telling you a joke and waiting to see if 
you get it. 

We hear from Fenton, who disappoints us all by making it all the way 
through his answer without saying anything crazy about lizards. He 
wouldn’t even last the season in Toronto, but Leaf fans will have fond 
memories of the other part of the deal, as Ellett would become the team’s 
top offensive defenseman during the renaissance coming down the road. 
That’s getting ahead of ourselves, though — right now, he’s still the new 
guy having his name misspelled as “Elett” by the CTV graphics. Look, 
even the best make mistakes, let’s not dwell on it. 

Osborne doesn’t say anything interesting, but we do get some 
foreshadowing from the Scott Pearson jersey hanging in the background; 
he’d be traded too, to the Nordiques less than a week later. By the way, if 
you’re watching this thinking “Wait, wasn’t Mark Osborne on the checking 
line of those Leafs playoff teams?” He was. He was traded back to 
Toronto a year later, for Lucien DeBlois, who came over in that Pearson 
trade. It’s the early 1990s Toronto Maple Leafs circle of strife. 

That’s pretty much it for the actual news, but don’t go anywhere. Like 
some sort of weird Marvel movie, this clip is about to leave us with a 
couple of cliffhangers in the final seconds. 

First, a somewhat mysterious mention of chemistry issues, which makes 
every Leaf fan of a certain age instinctively go “Yeah, that’s probably a 
subtle reference to the Leeman/Al Iafrate rumor.” And then they just … 
say that it’s about Leeman and Iafrate. OK then. I guess we weren’t 
doing subtext back then. 

Yeah, I’m not sure we ever found out all the details, but this was a whole 
thing, and it also involved John Kordic. Purely coincidentally, both Iafrate 
and Kordic would be traded to Washington within weeks. Look, I said the 
early 90s Leafs were terrible, I never said they were boring. 

And then, in literally the last 10 seconds of the clip, Tilley casually drops 
this on us: “There is also word that Floyd Smith has one more deal to 
make: Wendel Clark to Calgary for Doug Gilmour.” 

Um … WHAT? 

That’s a hell of a nugget to end on. Obviously, that deal never happened 
— the Gilmour trade wouldn’t come for another year, and it ended up 
involving 10 players, none of whom were Clark. But good lord, how’s that 
for an alternate universe story for both the Leafs and Flames? Imagine 
Wendel rounding out the Nieuwendyk/Fleury line against the Oilers in 
that year’s playoffs while Gilmour came to Toronto to play on a top line 
with Leeman and Daniel Marois. The idea that Smith was even 
mentioning Clark’s name in trade talks with then-Flames’ GM Cliff 
Fletcher is legitimately terrifying to me. I think I need to go lie down. 
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One day after Pierre-Luc Dubois’s benching became the talk of the NHL, 
Columbus Blue Jackets general manager Jarmo Kekalainen aggressively 
pursued trading his unhappy centre — with the belief a trade could come 
as soon as Saturday morning. 

According to multiple sources, the Winnipeg Jets’ package includes two 
players of their own who have requested trades — Patrik Laine and Jack 
Roslovic (Roslovic, who is unsigned, is a Columbus native). Anaheim is 
believed to have significantly increased its offer. Calgary and Montreal 
are among the other interested parties, and there are undoubtedly more. 
(As I write this, it is not believed the Canadiens are willing to include Nick 
Suzuki, although what’s true now might not be true 10 minutes from 
now.) 

The Blue Jackets host Tampa Bay on Saturday afternoon, but, even if a 
move is not completed, Dubois is not expected to be in the lineup. 

More to come, obviously. 
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TORONTO -- When Adam Brooks made his NHL debut under the roof at 
Madison Square Garden last season, he commemorated the 
achievement by getting linemate Jason Spezza to autograph a stick for 
him. 

So you can imagine how thrilled the 24-year-old was Friday to have the 
veteran set up his first NHL goal. Never mind that it required a member’s 
bounce for the Toronto Maple Leafs inside Scotiabank Arena — with 
Spezza throwing a pass to the high slot on the power play and seeing it 
bounce in off Brooks’ right skate. 

“It was a lot of fun, a great moment that I’ll remember forever obviously,” 
said Brooks. “To say that [Spezza] assisted on my first goal, a guy that’s 
played for that long and of that calibre, it’s a pretty cool moment for me. 

“Just the whole thing was pretty exciting.” 

It helped propel the Maple Leafs to a 4-2 victory over the Edmonton 
Oilers on a night where they played without Auston Matthews (upper 
body) and Joe Thornton (rib fracture), two-thirds of their No. 1 line as 
recently as 48 hours earlier. 

Under these circumstances, goals were not going to be easy to come by. 

There would have been no way to predict that Brooks would get on the 
board for Toronto this season before Spezza, Wayne Simmonds or Ilya 
Mikheyev found the back of the net. This was his first time playing in a 
game that counted since last February and he only had a few hours 
notice once it was confirmed that Matthews wasn’t able to go. 

For the Leafs, that goal wiped away Edmonton’s 1-0 lead just 43 seconds 
after a Leon Draisaitl short-handed strike. For Brooks, it was a massive 
milestone on a professional journey that began when he was a fourth-
round pick in 2016. 

“I think there was a lot of pressure taken off me,” he said. 

Some pressure was relieved for the entire team after the 3-1 loss to the 
Oilers earlier this week. We came into this two-game set expecting an 

offensive explosion and instead found two North Division combatants 
much more concerned about their own end of the rink. 

Absent Matthews, in particular, the Leafs didn’t look nearly as imposing. 

The injuries forced head coach Sheldon Keefe to rearrange all four of his 
lines and he found success with the Jimmy Vesey, Alexander Kerfoot 
and William Nylander trio. They enjoyed the better ice while largely 
matching up against Edmonton’s second line of Dominik Kahun-Draisaitl-
Kailer Yamamoto, and saw Vesey score the 2-1 goal during a shift 
against Edmonton’s bottom six. 

That came after Kerfoot, Vesey’s former teammate and linemate at 
Harvard, stole the puck from Adam Larsson beneath the goal-line and 
fed it to Nylander, who fooled Oilers goalie Mikko Koskinen by sliding it 
over. 

“Kerf made a nice anticipation play and picked it off and found Willy, who 
made a great play to me,” said Vesey. “I think a lot of people thought he 
would have shot that puck but froze the goalie and slid it over. I just tried 
to bury it.” 

Home of the Leafs 

The new-look line rebounded from a sputtering start to produce a sterling 
stat line with 88 per cent of the shot attempts, 86 per cent of the 
expected goals and a 5-0 advantage in shots during its nearly 10 minutes 
together at even strength. 

“They skated well,” said Keefe. “It took them a little while to get going in 
the game, I thought, like it did our whole team. But they were on the 
puck, on the puck hard. I think what I liked mostly is that they scored us a 
5-on-5 goal. 

“Those have been hard to come by and it was good to get one.” 

The other goals came from two usual suspects: John Tavares and Mitch 
Marner. 

Tavares got the winner by tipping home a Marner shot after Connor 
McDavid had tied things up — giving the Leafs captain four power-play 
goals already on the season. Marner finished the job with an empty-
netter. 

It was a grind from start to finish, but there was satisfaction to be found in 
limiting the damage inflicted by McDavid and Draisaitl at even strength. 

“Well I think it’s a good sign in seeing how much pride guys take in the 
defensive role and especially when you face two of the better players in 
the league,” said Leafs goalie Frederik Andersen. “It’s obviously a great 
task and it’s been great to see the team respond and really take that role 
seriously and not give them anything for free.” 

It’s going to take everyone in a year this unusual. 

Even players like Brooks, summoned off the taxi squad to play just his 
eighth career NHL game here. The Winnipegger helped add two points to 
the standings and claimed another souvenir in the process: The puck that 
pinballed off his skate and eluded Koskinen. 

“I’m sure my parents will steal it and put it in their basement,” he said. 
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After a rousing start to the season, an opening-night win over the Toronto 
Maple Leafs, the Ottawa Senators saved their worst for last – closing out 
a four-game home stand with a 4-1 stinker against the Winnipeg Jets. 

Considering that coaching staffs like to see their rebuilding teams get 
better each game and not regress, it’s no wonder head coach D. J. Smith 
looked like he wanted to throw some cross-fit equipment at somebody 
post-game. 

After four games, the Senators are 1-2-1 for three points with a goal 
differential of minus-3, 11 goals for and 14 against. Though they are last 
in the seven-team North Division, the Senators have played fewer games 
than most of the teams ahead of them. Vancouver and Edmonton, on 
Ottawa’s horizon in the near future, are also out to slow starts. 

Starting with yet another game against Winnipeg on Saturday, the 
Senators strike out for seven straight road games, which could have a lot 
to say about the Senators aspirations in the all-Canadian division. 

Smith says the plan is to "stay in the fight," stay healthy and be vigilant 
about observing COVID-19 protocols – which could help his group 
against teams that might lose players due to exposure issues. 

And if Ottawa should fall further behind in the playoff race after these 
seven games and the emphasis returns to player development, it will be 
imperative to get more and more prospects into the lineup. 

So, what did we learn from Ottawa’s first homestand? Plenty. 

1) The Kids are more than alright 

The Kids Are Alright was last year’s Sens anthem, but it is only now that 
winger Brady Tkachuk has some company in the breakthrough 
department. In fact, his entire line, with centre Josh Norris and right 
winger Drake Batherson (the eldest of the three at 22), has been 
Ottawa’s legitimate No. 1 unit so far. As a group they have a combined 
41 shots and nine points, seven of them from the 5-3 opening-night win 
over Toronto. 

It didn’t go without notice that head coach D.J. Smith let more veteran 
players close out Tuesday’s game against the Jets, which didn’t end well 
for Ottawa. Asked about it, Smith said he has players who "kill penalties 
for a living," and are thus better suited than the Kid Line to closing out 
games. Smith did allow that coaches are learning all the time about their 
teams and that the kids "will be able to do it" in time. 

According to Tkachuk, the time is nigh, as Erik Karlsson might have put 
it. 

"You want to play in those situations where the game is on your stick," 
Tkachuk said. "I think our line is comfortable with doing that. Of course, 
people say we’re under 22, all three of us, but I feel we play the right 
way, we’re responsible ... I feel like we’re ready for that, mature enough 
to take on that responsibility." 

They may get more responsibility on this road trip. 

2) Stützle adds sparkle 

He just turned 19 and has faced a lot of challenges, the latest a minor 
injury that kept him out of the two Winnipeg games, but Tim Stützle has 
such a presence in Ottawa’s lineup he is already missed when he’s 
absent. How much greater would Stützle’s impact be if he hadn’t faced a 
quarantine after the world juniors and could have participated in all of the 
Senators training camp? As it is, the kid turned heads in those two 
Toronto games and already has a spectacular goal on his NHL resume. 
This infusion of energy, skill and speed marked by Stützle’s imminent 
return to the lineup can’t happen soon enough. 

Stützle, by the way, says he suffered the injury at the world junior 
championships. Whether Stützle plays on Saturday in Winnipeg is up to 
the trainers, says Stützle, who did practice on Friday. 

"It’s getting better day by day," Stützle said on a Zoom call Friday. 

3) Colin White needs (ice) time 

He looks about as happy as Eeyore, which is understandable. After a 
challenging, injury-plagued sophomore season, Colin White, 23, Ottawa’s 
third-highest paid forward at $4.75 million, played just 8:37 in a fourth-line 
centre role Thursday, only his second start of the season. White has one 
shot on goal and has averaged 10 minutes of ice time. 

Which came first, the chicken or the egg? The lack of confidence from 
White or the lack of playing time which led to the lack of confidence? The 
two games he has played were five days apart, Saturday and Thursday. 
If he looks sluggish, he also hasn’t had much chance to get his legs 
under him. Considering he has been replaced in the lineup by Artem 
Anisimov, a pending UFA who doesn’t figure in Ottawa’s long-term plans, 
it doesn’t make sense to have White sitting on the sidelines for any 
period of time. Nor should he be so low in the lineup. 

NHL on Sportsnet NOW 

SN NOW+ subscriptions now include access to NHL LIVE! Livestream 
over 500 NHL games, blackout-free, plus the 2021 Stanley Cup Playoffs. 

CHOOSE PLAN 

4) Nick Paul is the new team “Duct Tape” 

Roy MacGregor used to describe former Senators winger Andreas 
Dackell as “Duct Tape,” because he had so many uses. He could be 
plugged anywhere in the lineup and be counted on. Winger Nick Paul is 
looking like that kind of player for Ottawa. At Friday’s skate, Smith had 
Paul on an offensive line with Evgenii Dadonov (centre Derek Stepan 
was off for a maintenance day). Paul has been playing on a checking line 
with Chris Tierney and Austin Watson. Paul’s speed and physical play, 
his relentless presence, have been in evidence night after night. 

"Arguably, Nick Paul might be our most consistent player through four 
games," Smith said on Friday. Asked about using him higher up in the 
lineup, Smith said: "He might be a guy to spark a line for us." 

5) Youth must be served 

The Senators are bringing their entire taxi squad with them on this two-
week roadie, and Smith says everyone will get to play. That means you, 
defencemen Christian Wolanin and Artem Zub. 

Wolanin has been on the 23-man roster but hasn’t played since opening 
night. Zub is a taxi squad guy. Forward Filip Chlapik is another on the TS 
who could be activated. Fans are clamoring to see their prospects in 
action and this trip should at least be a start in that direction. 

It may take a while before defenceman Erik Brannstrom, 21, gets in. He 
is not on the taxi squad and is currently skating with the AHL group. 

6) Matt Murray needs help 

Not psychological help. Not yet. But Ottawa’s new starting goaltender 
needs better support if he is going to have success. He also needs to 
help himself by stopping shots like the distant five-hole wrister by Nicolaj 
Ehlers that let the air out of the tires early in Thursday’s loss. 

To his credit, Murray accepted blame for that shot. "That one’s on me, 
that’s unacceptable." He also feels he is "very close" to feeling 
comfortable with his game, in what needs to be a turnaround season for 
him after a mediocre year in Pittsburgh. At 1-2-1 with a goals-against of 
3.79 and save percentage of .880, Murray hasn’t had a lot to write home 
about. But he was excellent in the opening night win, while enjoying all 
kinds of support from his defence. 

Backup Marcus Hogberg played the third period against Winnipeg 
Thursday and will be needed during this lengthy road trip. Murray was 
given Friday off to spend some time with his wife and new baby before 
the trip to Winnipeg. 
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*I understand that I may withdraw my consent at any time. 

7) When they don’t compete, ugliness ensues 

The Senators can’t match the experienced, high-end talent of some of 
their rivals, so when they don’t outwork an opponent or check effectively 
things can go sideways in a hurry. Game 4 of the homestand, a 4-1 loss 
to the Jets (the score flattered Ottawa), was a prime example. On 
Tuesday, the Senators let one get away against Winnipeg, giving up a 
late power-play goal and then losing in overtime. 

At least the Senators took it to the Jets for most of that game, 
outshooting Winnipeg 18-9 in the first period. Two nights later, there was 
none of that push. The Senators were chasing the puck all night and took 
several bad penalties. That their penalty kill was 7/7 proved to be the 
highlight of a bad night. 

It's worth noting that Ottawa won the opener of both series, against 
Toronto and Winnipeg, and got outplayed in the second game as their 
opponents made adjustments and stopped taking the Senators lightly. 
Thursday’s game could not be rescued by Ottawa players running 
around trying to flatten everyone in sight. "We just gave them goals," 
Smith said, after reviewing the tape. 

8) Special teams are almost special 

Admittedly, the bar was set pretty low here. There was almost nowhere 
to go but up. 

In 2019-20, the Senators were ranked 30th in the power play with a 
conversion rate of 14.6 per cent. Off a small study sample, four games, 
all at home, the Senators are sitting 19th overall on the PP at 16.7 per 
cent. Interestingly, while Dadonov was brought in to improve the power 
play, he hasn’t yet scored at even strength or with the man advantage. 
Norris, Alex Galchenyuk and Thomas Chabot have Ottawa’s power play 
goals. Norris and Batherson have two power-play assists and one could 
argue those two players have made the biggest impact on the power play 
so far. They are both playmakers and shooters, and are giving Ottawa 
fans a glimpse of what they did together in Belleville with the extra man 
over the past couple of years. 

Penalty killing is also better. Thursday was a huge night for the penalty 
killers, knocking off all seven Winnipeg power plays and scoring a short-
handed goal late in the game. Ottawa looks more aggressive in their 
killing and didn’t give the Jets a lot of time to set up. Over the two games, 
the Senators killed 11 of 12 Winnipeg power plays. Smith feels the 
addition of veteran wingers Cedric Paquette and Watson have helped the 
PK. 

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. 

9) Zaitsev: judge not lest ye be judged 

Nikita Zaitsev became a bit of a whipping boy for fans last season, after 
replacing another whipping boy, Codi Ceci. Well, don’t look now but 
Zaitsev leads the Senators in scoring with five points, all assists, is plus-5 
and has been pretty dependable defensively, mostly alongside Mike 
Reilly and sometimes with Chabot. Zaitsev is playing a little more than 21 
minutes per game. Chabot is at 24:10. 

Regarding puck possession when he’s on the ice, Zaitsev has a Corsi 
For % at even strength of 55.2, way above his career mark of 48. One of 
the fun aspects of observing hockey? Seeing players escape the pigeon 
hole in which they’ve been slotted. If nothing else, Zaitsev is off to a very 
good start to the season. 

Smith believes Zaitsev always had that offensive upside, but didn’t get 
the chance for offensive zone touches with the Leafs because they had 
Morgan Reilly and Jake Gardiner in the O zone, while Zaitsev tended to 
start in the D zone. "Zee has always had it in him," Smith says, of the 
added offence. 

10) Coaches learn, too 

I put the question to Smith: what did he learn in these four games? 

"It’s different because there’s a lot of new players playing with new 
linemates, coming from different teams," Smith said. 

"So, you’re learning all the different personalities, how guys play in 
certain situations. You always hear, ‘He’s a good penalty killer,’ but 
you’ve got to see him live. Or, he’s good on this and that. As a group, we 
have a great group of guys. They like each other. They work hard every 
day. But we still make some mistakes that teams that aren’t there just yet 
make. We’re going to continue to get better. When you see the teams 
that are winning now, they don’t make a ton of mistakes. The games we 
have played well, we didn’t make a ton of mistakes. The games where 
we didn’t play well, we made lots." 
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TORONTO – Imagine you’ve time-travelled back to Tuesday. 

We tell you that the star-loaded, offensive-minded, defensively-flawed 
Edmonton Oilers and Toronto Maple Leafs are set to play 120 minutes of 
hockey. 

How many 5-on-5 goals would you predict the teams would combine for? 
A dozen? More? 

Try four. And two of those were accidentally directed off skates, not 
sticks. One was an own-goal. 

As the years of playoff disappointment stack upon themselves, the Leafs 
and Oilers appear to be grasping the idea that they cannot flick some 
magical switch when the postseason hits. 

They have to start rehearsing now for the time of year where they’ll 
ultimately be judged, and these mini-series during a 56-game divisional 
round-robin are turning out to be fine training ground for the real thing. 

Even-strength goals are tough to come by. Special teams and 
goaltending become paramount. One careless penalty or brain-fart 
giveaway can unravel a team quicker than a loose thread on a Bargain 
Harold’s sweater. 

“Just the nature of the schedule, the games have way more of a playoff 
type of feel in terms of how they’re being played versus what you get in a 
normal regular season, where you play a team once and you maybe 
don’t see them again for another couple of months,” Maple Leafs coach 
Sheldon Keefe said after Wednesday’s 3-1 loss to the visiting Oilers. 
“We’ve got to adapt to that.” 

Indeed, the Leafs did, clapping back at the Oilers with a tightly contested 
4-2 win of their own, improving their record without Auston Matthews in 
the lineup to an impressive 21-12-2. 

Thing is, the Oilers predicted this counterpunch after suffocating the 
vaunted Leafs' rush attack and keeping their all-stars to the perimeter in 
Game 1. 

Edmonton dropped its opener to Vancouver, then responded by 
thumping the Canucks, 5-2. The Oilers were soft in their first run-in with 
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Montreal and came back with an effort many Oilers believe was strong 
enough to win. 

So, when they drew first blood in T.O., Edmonton figured a sweep would 
be a tall order. 

“We’ve seen it in all three mini-series here,” Ryan Nugent-Hopkins said. 
“Second game, the team that lost comes out flying. You have to prepare 
for that.” 

It’s human nature. Or Chumbawamba. Get knocked down? Get back up 
again. 

With each puck drop presenting another four-point swing in the North 
Division standings, there is a healthy fear preventing clubs from sliding 
too far. 

“We recognize the urgency,” Oilers coach Dave Tippett says. 

“Once you win the first game, the second game becomes more of a 
challenge. The other side of it is, if you’re up for that challenge, those are 
bonus points. Those are points that are probably gonna decide who’s in 
the playoffs at the end of the year.” 

For large swaths of Friday’s rematch, Edmonton did just that. 

With two thirds of Toronto’s top line injured (Matthews and Joe Thornton) 
and Keefe scrambling all four forward units in search of vengeance’s 
correct combination, the Leafs appeared out of sorts in the early going. 

Frederik Andersen came up big as Edmonton grabbed a slight edge in 
high-danger chances. 

An atrocious Toronto breakout on the power play and a pouncing Leon 
Draisaitl gave the visitors a shorthanded goal and another lead. 

But Adam Brooks’s first NHL goal — on the very same man-advantage 
— tied the contest. Then a beautiful passing sequence from Alexander 
Kerfoot to William Nylander to Jimmy Vesey gave Toronto its first lead of 
the series. 

A deft Connor McDavid tip off a shoulder-high Ethan Bear point blast 
knotted the game 2-2 early in third. 

But Toronto’s captain, John Tavares, countered with a nifty deflection of 
his own, on the power-play, and that would be enough. (Mitch Marner 
sealed the split with an empty-net buzzer-beater.) 

That Edmonton and Toronto took turns sealing victory by a one-goal 
margin (plus an empty-netter) this week is one thing. 

It’s quite another that, in the dying moments of each contest, the leading 
team behaved like they had the points locked up — not like they were out 
to pad the personal stats. 

“It’s almost funny to me how everybody talked all summer about Toronto 
and Edmonton have to defend better, and then Toronto and Edmonton 
actually defend well, and now they think it’s a bad hockey game. It just 
baffles me sometimes hearing what's going on,” Tippett said Thursday, 
responding to the short highlight reel. 

“So, would we like to score more? Yeah, we’d like to score more, but the 
other team has a say in that. Just like we had a say in Toronto not 
scoring.” 

The Oilers fly west to Winnipeg for their next two-game miniseries, 
Sunday and Tuesday, before returning home. 

“This is a huge road trip for us,” McDavid said. “We’ve got to come back 
.500 or better overall.” 

Anything above that is a bonus. 
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Tortorella 
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On Thursday night against the Tampa Bay Lightning, the head coach of 
the Columbus Blue Jackets, John Tortorella, deployed his team’s leading 
scorer from the previous season for three minutes and fifty-five seconds 
of ice time. The Blue Jackets eventually lost in overtime. The absence of 
that player, Pierre-Luc Dubois, unquestionably affected the outcome of 
the game. 

If you asked Tortorella which way that outcome was affected, though, his 
answer might be different than that of your average CBJ fan. 

It’s no secret Dubois wants out of Columbus. He’s asked for a trade, the 
team – and coach Torts – have addressed that head on. But similar 
situations in the past have been tenable in the short-term while the 
particulars of a future deal worked towards fruition. I mean hey, as it 
currently sits it seems Patrik Laine wants out of Winnipeg, but the conflict 
is minimal there and Laine had two goals and an assist in the game he 
was able to dress for the Jets. 

If a player wants out, it’s incumbent upon them to prove they have value 
and should be sought after. The case Tortorella seems to be making 
without saying it directly is that Dubois is pulling something more akin to 
what James Harden did to get out of Houston, which was “put yourself 
first and barely care about the team to the point everybody just wants you 
gone, return value be damned.” 

I’m not saying that’s the case, not at all. But Tortorella’s commentary 
speaks to something like that, with repeated implications that he’s not 
getting a fair effort from Dubois. 

"I really don't make decisions as far as minutes," Tortorella said. "It's up 
to the player to show me. If there's one thing I'm pretty easy to read on is 
the minutes. You're going to get out there if you play the proper way. 
...The onus is on the player. And it's on all players -- not just the player 
we're talking about here that sat. It's all the players. I'm not a hard guy to 
read as far as that's concerned. 

"I've coached Luc like this for a couple years, as far as trying to get him 
to get some growth in his game and growth as a pro. Nothing changes 
here. ... I think you're asking the wrong guy. I'm just a coach trying to 
make it work with a hockey club, trying to find a way to win games. The 
person that you keep talking to me about, you should ask him." 

I always find this angle of response half-funny, but not without truth. 
“Hey, I certainly didn’t bench the guy, he benched himself with poor play!” 

Yeah, but … ah nevermind. 

As a former player I can see how this may be playing out on both sides. 
Yes, there are games where you’re mad at your coach or team or 
situation, and it’s not that you don't try, per se, so much as you do the 
bare minimum to not get yelled at. You can go through the motions and 
avoid video some days, believe it or not, in a game with 36 total skaters 
where you only play like 15-20 minutes and you’re not that involved with 
the puck too often. So maybe that’s the route Dubois has been trying to 
go (though he’s clearly failed the “not get yelled at” part). 

I can also see a scenario where the coach doesn’t like the player for 
whatever reasons, and once that bias sets in, the player gets treated 
unfairly and doesn’t have a chance to get out of the doghouse. 

On paper, this scenario is ridiculous from Torts' perspective. He’s got a 
22-year-old kid who led his team in scoring last year, who’s scored 27 
goals in a single season before, who just signed a two-year deal at only 
$5 million per, who exists on a team devoid of offence and scoring and 
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stars. The coach should be doing everything in his power to make the 
player happy so they don’t lose him. 

But you can only lead a horse to water, right? 

I picked through PLD’s 3:55 last night to find answers. I looked for 
moments when he was remotely involved to try and shed some light on 
the question: was Torts right, and the player was to blame for not getting 
more ice time after five shifts? Or was this a coach fed up with all the 
things the player is and does? 

Here’s five clips in chronological order. 

First, you’ve got PLD coming up the bottom boards through the neutral 
zone as a puck reaches a common point of congestion, the blue line. 
Tampa Bay’s defender gets a stick on the puck 

PLD pokes at it with one hand on his stick, and flies by, hoping the puck 
miraculously jumps through and he’s able to play offence. I think this is 
egregious, and arguably his worst moment from the game. He should 
stop on that puck and engage in the battle. This is a hope play, and 
coaches hate players who play for hope. 

On the same shift, PLD gets the puck behind the net to kick it off. He 
pushes it towards the other side, which isn’t awful, but given there’s no 
teammate nearby, he’d have been better eating it and taking contact and 
waiting for help. It’s his decisions that follow which are likely worse to 
Torts. 

Dubois starts back towards the play, and you can see a Tampa player 
about to grab at a bouncing puck, which Dubois should either engage on 
(that’s the correct answer here), or if he thinks it’s clearly going to be 
Tampa’s puck, he should pull back to the defensive side. 

Instead, he guesses on where the player will move the puck (if he 
guesses right, it’s fun offence time), takes the wrong side of the pile yet 
again, and Tampa moves it up the ice. Columbus keeps the puck in, and 
again, PLD takes the offensive side of the puck and player, hoping it 
skips through. 

Below is more just not stopping on the puck. He’s coming up the ice by 
the bottom boards, there’s a loose puck up in the air, and he waves at it 
and swings by. 

Nitpicking, but the point is he wasn’t showing a penchant for stopping 
and getting competitive on pucks. 

While we’re nitpicking, here PLD is racing through the neutral zone to get 
after an opposing D-man who’s going to make a play on a punted puck, 
and all zooming 6-foot-3 220 pounds of Dubois gives a half-hearted 
swipe and another fly-by. 

There’s a reason coaches love certain types of players, like those from 
the Zach Hyman mold. They maybe don’t make the special plays that 
break games open, but they’ll lead on a play like that with a good stick, 
stop on the puck and finish through the body, and often get that puck 
going back into the offensive zone, as opposed to letting the opponent 
build speed back through the middle. 

And finally, the play on Dubois' last shift, which you have seen on Twitter. 
PLD is F1 on the forecheck, the first player to the puck, and gives all the 
resistance of an Ambien-stuffed bean bag chair. 

Maybe that’s unfair (okay, it definitely is a bit), but the point here is that 
Torts doesn’t want to throw a guy over the boards who isn’t going to give 
the same battle level as his teammates. 

I don’t want that critique of Dubois’ play to read as “Tortorella is in the 
right” either, as there’s certainly two sides here fanning the flames that 
are very real, but don’t need to be an inferno. However, the video does 
bring us to the conclusion that Torts isn’t making something out of 
nothing, either. 

The most aggrieved party here appears to be GM Jarmo Kekalainen and 
the Columbus Blue Jackets, who are seeing their most talented forward’s 

value drop, their leverage evaporate, and they now have a team in limbo 
waiting for what seems to be a pretty sizeable shoe to drop. 

Whenever it does, and wherever Dubois winds up, he’s certainly set the 
stage for criticism if he’s not able to perform. And in a market like 
Columbus, where keeping stars is already a little harder than it may be in 
some other cities, the Blue Jackets have to be wondering how long they 
can afford to keep a coach who doesn't seem a help in keeping stars 
happy. 

Even if, in this case, he may have a point. 
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Sportsnet.ca / Five takeaways from the Jets' first road trip of season 

 

Ken Wiebe 

January 22, 2021, 9:12 AM 

 

WINNIPEG — Just how quickly can a team shift gears from simply 
surviving to actually thriving? 

Well, for the Winnipeg Jets, it was about as quick and seamless as a 
Nikolaj Ehlers zone entry. 

Building on Tuesday’s comeback win, the Jets found out what it was like 
to play with a lead for the first time in this young season, scoring early 
and often in a 4-1 victory over the Ottawa Senators on Thursday at 
Canadian Tire Centre. 

After falling behind by two goals in the second period on Tuesday, the 
angst level within the Jets fan base was most definitely on the rise. 

A 4-3 overtime victory to open a three-game mini-series with the 
Senators allowed the Jets a chance to take a deep breath and regroup. 

On Thursday, the Jets found another gear and didn’t leave anything to 
chance. 

The score could have been a lot more lopsided were it not for the play of 
Matt Murray, who received a mercy pull from Senators head coach D.J. 
Smith after two periods. 

Thanks to a complete and connected effort, the Jets were able to push 
the subpar showing against the Toronto Maple Leafs from Monday a bit 
further into the rearview mirror, collecting four of six points to wrap up this 
three-game road swing as they improved to 3-1. 

“Toronto was a terrible effort by our team, so I think that was a good 
learning experience. Kind of a reminder of how hard this league is and 
how hard you've got to play, night in and night out to give yourself a 
chance to win,” said Jets captain Blake Wheeler, who scored a goal and 
is up to four points in four games. “We were just disconnected on the ice 
in Toronto, just kind of all over the place, and it wasn't good enough. It 
was a good response the last two nights. We really had to battle to make 
some headway. 

“Ottawa plays really hard. They're a really hard, young, tenacious team. 
They're building an identity themselves. There are no freebies in our 
division and Ottawa's playing hard right now. So it was a good two wins 
for us.” 

You had to look awfully hard to find any blemishes in Thursday’s 
performance, though Jets goalie Connor Hellebuyck was frustrated by his 
shutout bid being broken up when Nikita Zaitsev’s pass caromed in off 
the left skate of Chris Tierney with 2:57 to go in regulation time. 
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“It makes me really angry because I played almost a perfect game and 
then a guy shoots one wide and that’s what happens? I don’t really care 
how it goes in, I just don’t want it to go in. For me, I liked the team game 
and we got a win so I’ll be able to shake it off. It would have been nice to 
see a goose egg up there, though,” said Hellebuyck, who earned his 
150th victory with the Jets, moving within two wins of Ondrej Pavelec for 
the franchise lead. “Yeah, it’s another one of those little proud moments. I 
thought about it after the game. I kind of checked on where I was in 
games and I didn’t realize I was close to a milestone for wins, so it just 
says a lot about the guys in front of me — the team as a whole — how 
long we’ve been together and building together and getting a lot of wins 
along the way.” 

Here are five takeaways from the Jets' first road trip of the season: 

Heinola quickly makes his mark 

After emerging from his quarantine to make his much-anticipated season 
debut, defenceman Ville Heinola replaced Sami Niku in the Jets' lineup 
and his poise with the puck was immediately on display. 

Whether it was leaving the puck for his defence partner on a smart, 
subtle reverse — or using his vision and skating to exit the zone, Heinola 
brought a sense of calm and maturity that is well beyond his (19) years. 

You would have never guessed Heinola hadn’t participated in game 
action since helping Finland earn a bronze medal with a win over Russia 
at the world juniors in Edmonton. 

Heinola took 22 shifts for 14:22 in ice time, had one shot on goal and one 
blocked shot while playing on the top pairing with Josh Morrissey. 

“I’d seen where he felt he’s a little stronger, a little faster…he’s a little 
quicker this year. There’s not as much new for him, having run through 
our systems through a training camp and playing 10 games,” said coach 
Paul Maurice. “But boy, he makes a lot of little tiny inside plays to 
forwards. Our forwards did a real nice job of supporting him. At the same 
time, he made a lot of smart decisions with the puck. He’s got a skill. 
That passing skill he has is special. And he didn’t have to rely on 
physicality down low because we were out of the zone. He was really 
strong.” 

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. 

Morrissey played his best game of the season and you could tell the two 
players were in tune right from their first shift out on the ice together. 

“From Day 1 with Ville, you can see he’s a very smart player,” said 
Morrissey. “He’s not a big guy, like myself, but he’s a very smart player 
with the puck, he moves really well, makes a lot of little plays that you 
might not necessarily view as flashy but everyone on the ice appreciates 
them because they’re extremely difficult to execute and he’s able to do 
that. Just his confidence level as well. He came into the NHL as an 18-
year-old, you don’t see that very often, and he played without fear in all 
those games he was in last season and obviously he was able to be 
really effective for us. 

“Just naturally he looks a little bit stronger, a little bit faster, probably 
more confident and comfortable than he was just a year and a bit ago. 
From watching him at the world juniors, those are the same things I 
noticed, just a little more confident, a little bit older. You can tell he loves 
hockey and I’m excited to see him continue to grow into what’s going to 
be an amazing player in the NHL.” 

Despite the lengthy stretch off the ice, you could tell Heinola already had 
close to 30 games under his belt this season between his Liiga action 
and time at the world juniors. 

There was not much visible rust to shake off. 

Heinola admitted his comfort level is higher and that he planned on 
leaning on his eight games of NHL experience he gained last fall. 

“Biggest thing right now is I know all the guys, so I don’t have to be kind 
of nervous anymore around them,” said Heinola. “I can be myself more 
and try to enjoy the moment.” 

Even with Dylan DeMelo set to return to the lineup Saturday night, 
Heinola did enough to earn an extended look. 

Once he settles in, Heinola has the potential to quickly change the 
dynamic of this defence corps. 

Morrissey settling in 

Speaking of Morrissey, Maurice has declared the alternate captain “is 
back” and there’s a good reason for that. 

“I don’t want to call it an off-year last year, but I don’t think he was overly 
pleased with his game,” said Maurice. “And he’s back, but he’s different 
now. He’s doing all the things, he’s playing a hard gap game, he’s got a 
great stick, he’s knocking a lot of plays down, but he’s also touching the 
puck on the power play so he’s getting a different piece of the game, too. 

“He’s developing into that all-around defenceman that we had hoped 
when we drafted him and certainly saw in those shutdown years. But 
there’s more to his game than there’s ever been.” 

Morrissey is averaging 25:16 per game and he’s being used in all 
situations — at even strength, running the first power play and even 
working on the penalty kill with Tucker Poolman on the NHL's COVID-19 
list and DeMelo missing the first four games. 

Morrissey has talked openly about the things he learned last season after 
enduring some challenges and made it clear he planned to play at a 
higher level. 

During a Zoom call with reporters earlier this week, Morrissey once again 
demonstrated his leadership when asked about his tough start to 
Tuesday’s contest. 

“I didn’t like my first period at all. I would be the first person to take that 
on my shoulders, I wasn’t very good,” said Morrissey. “You’re right, 
earlier on in my career, not even that long ago, I probably would have let 
it affect my game throughout the game and sort of tightened up and 
stopped trying to make plays and (then) it kind of snowballs. 

“So, I felt like I was happy with the way I was able to respond and just 
kind of relax a little bit. I was a little bit antsy in the first period and I just 
felt I was able to relax and settle into my game and find a way to get the 
job done for my role within the team. Obviously, it felt really good to 
contribute on the tying goal and also in overtime. I’m looking to put 
together a more complete game, but I’m happy I was able to collect 
myself and just stay in the battle and get better as it went on.” 

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

Lowry gets early reward 

Jets centre Adam Lowry endured an injury plagued season that saw his 
production dip drastically in 2019-20, but he had a strong showing in the 
qualifying-round series against the Calgary Flames and hoped to build on 
that during this 56-game campaign. 

As a pending unrestricted free agent, the timing of this hot start (scoring 
two goals during the past two games) couldn’t be better. 

“It's a unique opportunity. With it being the last year my deal, it’s 
something kind of I haven't faced before, being an unrestricted free agent 
at the end of the year,” Lowry said earlier this month. “But that's one of 
those situations I try not to worry about too much. You come into every 
day putting your best foot forward and those things seem to take care of 
themselves. 
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“We’ve got a lot of superstars and a lot of great leaders on our team, so 
as long as you’re just trying to fit in with the guys and help out where you 
can, that's important. That's kind of what I'm trying to do.” 

For all the talk about the skill sprinkled in the Jets top-six — and no doubt 
it’s warranted — finding secondary scoring is always pivotal. 

And while Lowry knows that chipping in offensively represents that 
secondary part of his role, seeing an early payoff for that heavy lifting is 
never a bad thing. 

“He’s the guy who gets different wingers all the time,” said Maurice. 
“There’s a guy who scored 15 in this league. We think it’s there. It’s the 
face-off goal the other night where he goes to the goal and gets a tip on 
it. Big man driving the net. Some of it’s confidence, some of it’s rhythm. 

“With our injuries, he’s getting some power-play time, he’s getting the PK 
time, he’s playing a big minute game for us, so he’s in that rhythm, he 
feels good. He’s such a force out there going to the net. If we can get 
some pucks through and get them to the goalie’s pads, he’s going to 
have a big year.” 

Animosity has arrived 

Sure, it may have been a byproduct of the lopsided 4-0 score at the time, 
but when two teams meet in three consecutive games with the baseball-
style schedule, there was sure to be some dislike brewing between them. 

Naturally, Maurice didn’t mind one bit when a scrum broke out late 
Thursday in the third period and some bad blood bubbled to the surface. 

With 10 meetings on the docket this season, these teams should be tired 
of seeing one another sooner rather than later. 

“Yeah, I think that’s where it’s going at some point. The score has 
something to do with it,” said Maurice. “They’ve actually got a bunch of 
veteran guys that maybe remember a bit of an older-school style. When 
you get beat 4-0 at home and the other team was pretty good, you sent a 
message for that next game and that’s fine. It wasn’t old school like 10 
guys with their gloves off, but it was a bit of a scrum and some name-
calling and it will fire it up for next game.” 

What about Laine? 

Jets winger Patrik Laine missed a third consecutive game on Thursday 
and his status for Saturday remains doubtful, at best. 

After a downright dominant performance in the Jets’ season opener, 
Laine came up with an upper-body injury during practice Sunday and 
he’s barely been on the ice since. 

Although he’s still listed as day-to-day, the taxing nature of the schedule 
(the Jets are in a stretch of five games in seven days and six in nine) 
doesn’t leave much room for easing back into things. 

Laine had some tests done Friday, but Maurice still doesn't expect him to 
be out long-term. 

Speaking of injuries, Jets centre Nate Thompson left Thursday’s game 
with a lower-body injury. 

“I don’t know how severe. I don’t think it is because he went in, got it 
looked at, came back out, didn’t love it, so we just were cautious with it,” 
said Maurice. “As they say, there was no mechanism of injury there. He 
didn’t take a hit. Something just tightened up on him there and he 
couldn't get it to get loose.” 

Since Thompson was placed on injured reserve along with Laine on 
Friday, he will be out of action for at least seven days. 

Laine’s arrival on IR is retroactive, so he can return to the roster as soon 
as he’s healthy. 

“So, I mean if he came in tomorrow and he got on the morning skate and 
he was ripping pucks and he was feeling good, he'd be in the lineup that 
night,” said Maurice. “But we had more tests done today. There was 

nothing that we didn't think, nothing new came up with that, so he's still 
day-to-day.” 

Maurice said Jansen Harkins will be used at centre Saturday against the 
Senators with Thompson not available and that left-winger Kristian 
Vesalainen will draw into the lineup to make his season debut. 
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Sportsnet.ca / Clarkson Cup champions excited for new chance with 
NWHL’s Toronto Six 

 

Marisa Ingemi January 22, 2021, 12:08 PM 

 

The newest team in the NWHL, the Toronto Six, joins an illustrious 
history of pro women’s hockey in Canada, following the Canadian 
Women’s Hockey League, which ceased operations in 2019. 

With a notable gap in the game, the NWHL planned to expand into 
Canada, with Toronto becoming its, well, sixth club. 

For players who were a part of the CWHL, it’s their next chapter, too. 

“I would like to win another Cup,” said Kristen Barbara, a Six defender 
who won the Clarkson Cup with Markham in 2018. “Having half our team 
with experience playing pro hockey, most of us coming from the CW, I 
think this is a good stepping stone for the NW, for all of us, having a goal 
bringing this Cup home and showcase the Toronto expansion.” 

Two Six players last played pro hockey with Markham in that season, 
winning the final Clarkson Cup in history; Barbara and Taylor Woods. 
Julie Allen is the last Toronto Furies champion standing with the Six. 

All three have legacies in the CWHL that won’t ever be erased. Without 
pro hockey options in Canada for the past year, all three spent time in the 
startup Professional Women’s Hockey Association, but cited a consistent 
schedule as a reason for joining the NWHL. 

That, and the team’s coach had a lot to do with it. 

“When Digit Murphy reached out to me, all her energy and enthusiasm 
definitely caught me as, this is a chance to play and do something 
different,” said Woods, a defender. “To bring professional women’s 
hockey to Toronto. So I was excited the organization was looking for 
someone like me to join.” 

Murphy’s legacy also has roots in the CWHL, the former coach of the 
Boston Blades and SHS Vanke Rays in China. She resonates deeply 
with the players who worked to build pro women’s hockey in Canada 
from the ground up. 

All of them are looking to carry that legacy into the NWHL. 

“One of the highlights of my career was winning the (Clarkson) Cup,” said 
Allen, who hoisted it with the Furies in 2014. “It was a really, really fun 
experience and I know my family is hoping for that too, in Toronto, getting 
back to the top.” 

When the CWHL ceased operations it left a gap for Canadian women’s 
hockey players. Their options have been the NWHL — with no Canadian 
club until this season — or to join up with the PWHPA, which many did, 
but players cited inconsistent scheduling as a reason they are giving the 
NWHL a shot. 

“It came down to playing a competitive season,” said Barbara. “A regular, 
competitive season. Not saying the PWHPA doesn’t have that, but I think 
with Digit being president and building this team, that persuaded me. It 
gives me an opportunity to keep playing in a more competitive 
environment.” 
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This season, hampered by a pandemic, spans just two weeks as the 
league accommodates players headed to a Lake Placid bubble. When 
the Six do debut for a full campaign at home, they’ll be playing in North 
York. 

It’s not the same Canadian presence as a league that hosted clubs in 
Toronto, Markham, Calgary and Montreal, but it’s a step in revitalizing the 
game in a country that set in motion a legacy for women’s hockey 
players. 

“Having visibility for us coming off of sort of having something to play for, 
something to strive for, this is huge,” said Woods. “Games presented 
online, being broadcasted will be big, especially now. Seeing is believing, 
that’s the whole mentality.” 

It’s approaching two years since the CWHL ceased operations following 
its final Clarkson Cup. It was a dark day in women’s hockey history to 
lose a lifeline for the sport, and players haven’t been confident its legacy 
would be remembered, and their game wouldn’t descend into chaos. 

Having to lose an entire year of competitive games and dozens of roster 
spots was a tough blow, and a pandemic doesn’t help. The NWHL has 
made strides to give Canadian women their game back again, and 
Toronto’s expansion is just the first step. 

The Clarkson Cup legacy isn’t lost for the final champions looking to 
bring Canada its first Isobel. 

“It’s unfortunate what happened with the CW folding, it was a big shock 
to a lot of us,” said Allen. “It’s a really good opportunity to play for your 
home city again, this is the only opportunity we have here to play for a 
pro team again.” 
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TSN.CA / Lighter Tavares likely to draw McDavid assignment 

 

By Mark Masters 

 

The Maple Leafs and Oilers held optional skates at Scotiabank Arena on 
Friday morning.  

For the first time since November 2018, the Leafs will play a game 
without Auston Matthews. The top-line centre is listed as day-to-day with 
what head coach Sheldon Keefe describes as "upper-body soreness." 

"Everyone has to find ways to elevate," said captain John Tavares. "We 
just have to elevate our game and find another level when everyone's 
executing at a high rate and making as big of an impact as you can. 
We're doing that as a group through our structure." 

Matthews, the only forward to dress in every game for the Leafs last 
season, scored the team's only goal in a 3-1 loss to the Oilers a couple 
nights ago.  

"We need to get more offence at five-on-five," Keefe stressed. "No matter 
who's in the lineup, no matter what the lines are, we got to find a way to 
get to the net a lot more. It’s been an issue for us, not just last game ... 
We have a good recipe here for the defensive side of the puck and we 
have to find a way to get that balance without sacrificing what we're doing 
on the other side defensively."  

Despite all the firepower on both rosters, the Oilers and Leafs seemed 
determined to play a lockdown style in their first meeting of the 
condensed campaign.  

"The more you go through that game you just see the type of 
commitment they had away from the puck," noted Keefe. "It's a tough 

game to play when you're constantly going through four and five people 
so it’s on us to get comfortable in that, because we're going to see a lot 
of that throughout the season with the nature of the schedule. The games 
have way more of a playoff type of feel versus what you get in a normal 
regular season where you play a team once and then maybe you don't 
see them again for another couple of months. We got to adapt to that." 

After allowing 15 goals in their first four games, Edmonton is aiming to 
make Wednesday's result more the norm.  

"We definitely checked better last game and it needs to continue on to 
another level," said defenceman Darnell Nurse. "That's how you frustrate 
teams is by being in good positions and on top of players." 

Matthews did a good job limiting Connor McDavid on Wednesday. 
Tonight that job likely falls to Tavares, who struggled to keep up with the 
lightning-fast Oilers captain when McDavid produced a four-point night in 
Toronto last January.  

"He's going to get the puck at times and it's just trying to really make him 
come through five people and not let him get into too much open ice and 
feel good about having the puck on his stick a lot and getting into good 
areas without having to earn that ice, earn that space," Tavares said.  

Tavares is looking and feeling a lot quicker this season. The 30-year-old 
noted that Toronto's short stay in the playoff bubble in the summer, while 
disappointing, gave him more time to have a full off-season routine 
without feeling worn down.  

"I was able to get right back at it ... and focus on those areas that can 
help me become consistent," said Tavares. "Always trying to work on my 
pace. Something I’ve always had to work on is my speed and my 
quickness. So, trying to get a little lighter. I didn't try to be very drastic, 
[but it's] something I've been very mindful of over the last few years." 

Tavares was listed at 211 pounds on the training camp roster this season 
after being listed at 215 at the end of last year.  

"I got the opportunity to train with him a bit this summer and he was in 
there working hard a lot of the time," noted defenceman Travis Dermott. 
"Every time that I saw him he was doing something to make sure he was 
getting that one per cent better every day and I think it’s paid off. I think 
definitely his skating is looking faster than it was last year." 

Felled by an oblique injury, Tavares didn’t get a chance to have a full off-
season training regiment leading into the 2019-20 season.  

John Tavares explains how he worked on getting quicker and lighter 
during the off-season and describes the challenges of facing off against 
Connor McDavid. 

This is the third two-game series that the Oilers have played this season, 
but the first time they won the first game.  

"Once you win the first game, the second game becomes more of a 
challenge," admitted coach Dave Tippett, "but the other side of it is if 
you're up to the challenge those are bonus points and those are points 
that are probably going to decide who's in the playoffs at end of the 
year." 

The Oilers started 1-3-0 this season and the sense of urgency was 
evident leading into Wednesday's game. McDavid had declared the goal 
was to come back from this four-game trip with a .500 record overall.  

"The question becomes who's more hungry," said Nurse. "It’s easy to 
look at the team that lost and say they'll be the more hungry team, but for 
us we have to have the mindset that these two points are even more 
important than the two we got the other night."  

The Oilers will finish the road swing with two games in Winnipeg.  

Oilers focused on themselves, not worried about who Leafs are missing 

The Maple Leafs will be without Auston Matthews tonight and although 
he's a big piece of their team, the Oilers say they're focused on their own 
game and it doesn't really matter who's in or out for their opponent. 
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This is the first Oilers road trip since March and they're still getting used 
to travelling in a pandemic. Zack Kassian described it as "essentially a 
travelling bubble."  

Nurse said guys are passing the increased down time by playing 
Nintendo Switch and reading books. The 25-year-old is currently reading 
The Mindful Athlete: Secrets to Pure Performance by George Mumford 
and revealed he's doing some meditation.  

"I actually started to get into that a little bit," he said. "I'm not very good at 
it yet. It takes a lot of practice, so I'll have to get that more into the daily 
routine." 

Nurse likes how meditation creates a "calming state." 

"This day and age, you know, you sit on your phone, TV and everything 
is going a million miles an hour so to be able to sit down and put life in 
perspective and slow down, I find that really useful," he said. 

Nurse discusses Dubas' influence on him in Sault Ste. Marie 

Kyle Dubas was the GM of the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds when a 
young Darnell Nurse was on the team. Nurse talks about the influence 
Dubas had on him at the time and says he would often send him 
inspirational articles to read. 

Kassian, who hit the crossbar on a glorious chance on Wednesday, has 
just one assist in four games this season despite skating alongside 
McDavid.  

"When you play on the top line you got to score," the winger said. 
"There's no first-line player who goes the whole year without creating and 
scoring a lot of goals, so you definitely need to score. Is there pressure? 
Yes, but that's just the name of the game.  

“I'm not hitting the panic button. We’re five games in here ... I'd like to get 
a little more production, but at the same time just stay patient and stick 
with it and not get frustrated. I know it will come, it's just a matter of time." 
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TSN.CA / Stutzle hoping to return for Sens on Saturday 

 

By Brent Wallace 

 

Ottawa Senators rookie Tim Stützle could be back in the lineup as early 
as Saturday night in Winnipeg. 

Stützle, who was back on the ice with his teammates on Friday for the 
first time since Monday, has missed the past two games with a “nagging” 
injury. 

“I felt good today,” said Stützle. “So we don't want to risk anything – that's 
the first point. And we'll see what's going to happen tomorrow. It’s up to 
the coaches and everybody else [medical staff] to decide what we're 
doing.” 

Stützle admitted Friday that he sustained the undisclosed injury during 
the recent World Junior tournament in Edmonton. The 19-year-old 
winger, who scored his first NHL goal last Saturday against the Toronto 
Maple Leafs, is hopeful to return for the Senators’ first road game of the 
season but has yet to receive medical clearance. 

“It was really bad at the beginning, but I think it's getting better day by 
day,” he said. “[We’ll take it] day by day and we'll see what's going to 
happen tomorrow.” 

Stützle was back in his regular spot skating as the second-line left winger 
during the team’s final practice before embarking on a season-high 

seven-game road trip. His usual centre, Derek Stepan, was absent from 
the skate for a maintenance day. 

“I think road trips are always a lot of fun, so everybody is looking forward 
to that,” said Stützle. “I think we will have a lot of fun with the team.” 

However, Stützle was quick to note that COVID protocols will certainly 
limit their interactions. 

“There are a lot of rules we need to follow, so we can’t do anything else 
except staying in the hotel,” he said. “But it's going to be a lot of fun to be 
around the boys.” 

Also absent from practice on Friday was goaltender Matt Murray. Head 
coach D.J. Smith said he gave the netminder the day off to be with his 
wife and newborn child before the team leaves for the two-week trip. 

Murray has not had a great start to the season (1-2-1) and on Thursday 
night against the Jets he was pulled after allowing four goals on 26 shots 
through two periods of action. 

Murray, who was traded to Ottawa in October and then signed to a four-
year $25 million contract, now ranks 34th in the league in goals-against 
average (3.79) and is 31st in save percentage (.880) among goalies who 
have played at least two games. 

Smith said he didn’t talk to Murray after the loss to Winnipeg. 

“I think he's got a lot going on certainly with a new baby in his life and him 
leaving his wife for 14 days with all this COVID [restrictions], people not 
being able to come over, and I wanted him to enjoy a day with his family,” 
said Smith. 

Smith, who didn’t announce his starting goaltender for Saturday, said 
Marcus Hogberg will make his first start of the season at some point on 
this trip. 

Hogberg stopped all three Jets shots he faced in the third period on 
Thursday night. 

When Hogberg does take to the net on this trip, the 25-year-old will be 
looking to record his first career road victory. In two seasons he has an 0-
5-3 record in eight road starts. 

Friday practice lines: 

Forwards 

Tkachuk - Norris - Batherson 

Stutzle - Tierney - C. Brown 

Paul - Anisimov - Dadonov 

Paquette - White - Watson 

Galchenyuk - Peca - Haley 

Defence 

Chabot - Gudbranson 

Reilly - Zaitsev 

Coburn - J. Brown 

Wolanin - Zub 

Goalies 

Hogberg 

Daccord 
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TSN.CA / Don’t expect 'The Shift' to deter suitors for Dubois 

 

By Frank Seravalli 

 

The definition of “The Shift” depends on your location. 

If you’re in Vancouver, for instance, “The Shift” seared on the brains of 
Canucks fans is a marathon of puck movement that saw the Sedin Twins 
torture the Edmonton Oilers for two straight minutes back in 2007. 

If you’re in Philadelphia, “The Shift” culminates with Mike Richards 
shovelling a backhand into an empty net after colliding with Jaroslav 
Halak, lifting the Flyers over the Montreal Canadiens and into the 2010 
Stanley Cup Final. 

But if you’re in Columbus, “The Shift” from Pierre-Luc Dubois on 
Thursday night might be remembered for all the wrong reasons, 
potentially marking yet another sad ending for a promising and prominent 
player in one of the NHL’s proud small markets. 

In the immortal words of then-Team Canada coach Tim Hunter talking 
about Alexis Lafreniere, Dubois looked like he was “out for a free skate,” 
in a first period that was more Ice Capades than hockey. 

Any hope that the Blue Jackets might be able to skate through this short 
season drama free after Dubois’ preseason trade request disappeared 
when coach John Tortorella stapled the skilled centre to the bench for the 
entirety of the final two periods. Three minutes and fifty five seconds 
were all Tortorella needed to see. 

Instead of the trademarked TSN Turning Point, Thursday night might 
have actually been the TSN Breaking Point. 

“As I’ve told you many times, I really don’t make the decisions as far as 
minutes,” Tortorella told reporters post-game. “It’s up to the player to 
show me. If there’s one thing I’m pretty easy to read on, it’s the minutes. 

“You’re going to get out there if you play, if you play the proper way. The 
onus is on the player, all players, not just the one we’re talking about 
here that’s been sat.” 

In that case, Dubois’ effort left Tortorella no choice. The 22-year-old 
centre hasn’t held up his end of the bargain since signing a two-year, $10 
million deal on New Year’s Eve, the same day his trade request became 
public. 

Tortorella has an obligation to the rest of his team to hold Dubois to the 
same standard. Dubois declined to comment when requested by 
reporters on Thursday night. 

    #CBJ coach John Tortorella would not commit to dressing Pierre-Luc 
Dubois for Saturday’s game vs. Tampa Bay. Said a few players are 
nicked up, and he’s still evaluating play and performance before making 
a decision. 

The question now: Might the optics of Dubois’ shift give suitors a moment 
of pause? The answer to that is “no,” and resoundingly so. 

“That didn’t change anything for me,” one NHL GM said Friday. “I don’t 
love the look of it, I'll be honest, but those who know the player say he’s a 
great kid. He’s a great player. Lots of players are unhappy in their 
situation. Some wear that on their sleeve and I’m okay with that.” 

In a hockey world with few guarantees, there is one: GM Jarmo 
Kekalainen’s phone is lighting up like a Christmas tree Friday with calls 
from other managers trying to pry Dubois loose. 

It would be easier to list the teams that don’t have interest in Dubois, the 
No. 3 overall pick from the 2016 draft, or likely don’t have the assets to 
pull it off: Carolina, Chicago, Edmonton, Florida, Nashville, Toronto and 
Vegas. 

That leaves 20-plus teams – more than two-thirds of the league – with 
varying degrees of interest and intrigue in the 61-point centre. 

There are whispers that the Montreal Canadiens are among the teams 
with the most interest, in search of that next great Quebecois centre that 
has eluded them since Vincent Damphousse. Would the Habs be willing 
to part with Jesperi Kotkaniemi to make it happen? 

There is belief the Winnipeg Jets have kept their powder dry with both 
Patrik Laine and Columbus native Jack Roslovic to put together a 
package for Dubois, whose father, Eric, is an assistant coach with the 
Manitoba Moose. 

The New York Rangers, Anaheim Ducks, Calgary Flames and Pittsburgh 
Penguins, among others, all want a ticket in the Dubois sweepstakes. 

Productive pivots don’t make it to market often at this age, which is part 
of the reason why a trade may not materialize overnight. The Blue 
Jackets have been careful to not cave to Dubois’ every wish, knowing 
they help set the precedent for top picks that follow in small markets. 
Kekalainen wields the hammer here. 

The trick now is balancing the distraction caused by Dubois with the 
needs of the rest of the team. The Blue Jackets are scuffling with a 1-2-2 
start. 

In the short term, it wouldn't be difficult for the Blue Jackets to get by. 
Dubois is far from the first player (even in Columbus) whose give-a-bleep 
meter fell off a cliff as part of an exit strategy. See: Jeff Carter in 2011-12.  

Those who know Tortorella best say he has a short memory. Dubois was 
back on the ice for Friday’s optional practice, and if he’s willing to work, 
expect Tortorella to be true to his word and adjust Dubois’ ice time 
accordingly. 

In the long term, it will be harder to wipe “The Shift” from memory if 
you’re in Columbus. But don’t expect it to linger very long in the markets 
interested in adding Dubois. 
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TSN.CA / Best friends Gaudreau, Monahan look to lead Flames to 
division supremacy 

 

By Salim Valji 

 

On April 13, 2014, a hotshot Calgary Flames prospect from Boston 
College named Johnny Gaudreau took the ice at Rogers Arena in 
Vancouver for his first career NHL game. 

The speedy left-winger tallied the Flames’ lone goal in a 5-1 loss to the 
Canucks, the final game of a season where they finished 14 points out of 
a playoff spot. 

Beyond the start of a career that would see that 2011 fourth-round pick 
become a franchise pillar and NHL star, that spring day in 2014 was 
significant for another reason: it marked the beginning of his friendship 
with centre Sean Monahan, the team’s sixth overall pick in the previous 
draft. 

“That was the first time I got to meet him,” the 26-year-old Monahan said 
in an interview with TSN this week. 

“The following season, we ended up playing together for about half the 
year. We became good friends and been linemates for a long time now.” 

“I think we were both just younger guys getting our feet wet in the NHL 
and starting our careers.” 
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Since that day, the two have more goals than any other duo in the 
National Hockey League. They’ve combined to find the back of the net 
325 times, led the Flames to the playoffs four times, won a series, and 
made an impact in the community - all while playing in the spotlight of a 
Canadian hockey market. 

“We had great chemistry on the ice and are good buddies off the ice as 
well,” Gaudreau said. “That makes it easier to play together on the ice.” 

“You want your teammates to succeed, whoever they are,” Monahan 
said. 

The two have continued their strong play this season, combining for eight 
points through the Flames’ first three games and playing a large role in 
helping Calgary ascend to near the top of the North Division standings 
early on in the season. 

That early success follows a tumultuous season that saw the Flames 
make a coaching change and play well under new bench boss Geoff 
Ward before ultimately suffering another early playoff exit, falling to the 
Dallas Stars in the NHL’s Return To Play in the summer. 

The six-game series loss prompted calls for general manager Brad 
Treliving to blow up the team’s core. Instead, the 27-year-old Gaudreau 
and Monahan remain faces of the franchise they’ve been a part of for a 
combined 18 years. 

“You just play,” Monahan said, when asked about the intensity of playing 
in a hockey market. 

“People can say whatever they want and talk to you about things but at 
the end of the day, you play for a team, you’re playing for the guys in the 
locker room, so it’s easy to block out. You want to be at your best, night 
in and night out and that’s what’s going to help the team win…at the end 
of the day, you’ve got to your job when you’re on the ice.” 

“A majority of our guys came back from last season and it kind of left a 
bad taste in our mouth in the playoffs there we lost to Dallas and they 
went on to the Cup final,” Gaudreau said. 

“We knew we were right there. We knew we could compete with the top 
teams.” 

Away from the ice (at least in pre-COVID-19 times), Monahan and 
Gaudreau spend plenty of time together. They live close to one another 
in Calgary and often dine with one another on the road. In addition to 
their love of hockey, they both love dogs. Monahan has a Goldendoodle 
named Winston and he convinced Gaudreau to get his own companion, 
who he named Bailey. 

“I had a dog and Johnny was hanging out at my house a lot and loved 
the dog, so he went out and got one that was similar to mine and now 
they’re good friends, too.” 

They also proposed to their partners this off-season, a day apart. Despite 
that coincidence, they say it wasn’t coordinated. 

“Honestly, we were just in the bubble in playoffs and I think we were at 
dinner one night and were just talking about it and I don’t think either one 
of us had a clue that either one of us was doing it,” Gaudreau said. 

“It gave us something to chat about while we were stuck in the bubble 
there.” 

Moreso than perhaps any other players of this generation, Flames 
diehards have witnessed Gaudreau and Monahan grow from wide-eyed 
teens attending their first NHL development camps to becoming part of 
the very foundation around which the team is built. They’ve hit milestones 
and ascended up the franchise record books while handling pressure and 
answering questions about seasons gone astray. 

While coaches and wingers and goalies have come and gone through 
Calgary, “Monny” and Johnny remain. Mature and armed with long-term 
extensions, they’re now focused on making the most of a season where 
they’re facing Canadian teams game in and game out, and (perhaps 

most importantly) quenching Flames’ fans thirst for postseason success 
come the spring. 

“I think we’re over the fact of wanting to score all the goals and put up big 
numbers,” Monahan said. 

“We want to accomplish something here as a team and we want to be a 
big part of that. We want to win here in Calgary and this is our time to 
step up and try to make a difference.” 

“We’re just trying to win a Cup and have that lifelong friendship with the 
guys on your team to win something like that, it’s pretty special,” 
Gaudreau said. 

“We’ve been a part of this organization for a long time and we’ve had 
some success and we’ve had some tough years, so to be able to have a 
really good playoff run and try to win a Cup and bring it back to Calgary 
would be icing on the cake.” 
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TSN.CA / Matthews to miss Oilers rematch 

 

By Kristen Shilton 

 

TORONTO — The Maple Leafs will be without Auston Matthews for 
Friday’s game against Edmonton as he battles “upper-body soreness,” 
but head coach Sheldon Keefe is optimistic the star centre won’t be 
sidelined for long.  

“It’s going to be a day-to-day situation. I’m not too concerned,” Keefe told 
reporters on a Zoom call Friday following the team’s optional morning 
skate. “There was a possibility that he would play today but he just still 
wasn't feeling right in that sense, so we're going to give it a little bit more 
time.” 

Also depleting the Leafs’ offensive depth on Friday will be the absence of 
veteran Joe Thornton. Keefe confirmed Thornton suffered a rib fracture in 
a collision with Josh Archibald during Wednesday’s 3-1 loss to Edmonton 
and will be out for at least a month.  

That leaves two-thirds of Toronto’s top line out of commission, so Keefe 
will go back to a 12-forward, six-defencemen lineup against the Oilers on 
Friday after using an 11/seven look for the team’s past two outings. 
Pierre Engvall, Adam Brooks and Alex Barabanov will all slot in – Engvall 
and Brooks for the first time this season – but Keefe wouldn’t reveal how 
exactly his lines would shake out. 

What matters most to Keefe is that the Leafs bounce back from 
Wednesday’s disappointing offensive performance by playing at a higher 
overall pace, regardless of who’s skating where.  

“We need to get more offence at 5-on-5. So no matter who's in the 
lineup, no matter what the lines are, we got to find a way to get to the net 
a lot more,” Keefe said. “It's been an issue for us, not just last game, but 
an issue for us [generally]. We got to find ways to get to that [area] more 
consistently, so that's [John Tavares], [William Nylander], Mitch [Marner], 
[Zach] Hyman all these guys, and all the way through the lineup. Guys 
have got to do a better job of helping us get there.” 

Matthews was the Leafs' best player in Wednesday’s loss, scoring 
Toronto’s only goal and pacing both teams with six shots on net in more 
than 24 minutes of ice time. He and Marner were primarily matched up 
against Edmonton’s top line that night, and they helped hold Connor 
McDavid to just one assist. 

Whatever ailment Matthews dealt with afterwards, he was only able to 
make a brief appearance at practice on Thursday before making a quick 
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exit. Matthews has missed time throughout his career with upper-body 
and back issues, so the Leafs are familiar with how to forge ahead 
without him.  

“Everyone has to find ways to elevate,” said Tavares. “You can't replace 
anyone in the lineup. I think everyone brings their own skill set and what 
makes them who they are as a player and why they're in this position. So 
I think we just have to elevate our game and find another level when 
everyone's executing at a high rate and making as big of an impact as 
you can. We're doing that as a group through our structure.” 

Thornton also leaves a major hole for the Leafs to plug. He’d played 
mostly on a line with Matthews and Marner early on, averaging more 
than 15 minutes per game and appearing on the team’s top power-play 
unit. Keefe said Thornton is still a big presence in the dressing room 
despite being hurt, pointing to the impact his “life, energy and smile,” 
continue to have. But no amount of sunny disposition will make up for 
what Toronto is losing on the ice with Thornton and Matthews out.  

“We're going to miss having [them],” said Tavares. “Injuries and adversity 
come in different forms at different times throughout the year and, as a 
group, we have to handle it extremely well. We have to find ways to 
elevate as a team and individually, and guys who are looking for more 
opportunity, it’s a great chance for them [to get that].” 

And Toronto has plenty of things to choose from by way of improvement 
over Wednesday. It was Matthews who noted the Leafs didn’t attack 
Edmonton enough in their first meeting, focusing too much on slowing 
down McDavid and Leon Draisaitl instead of dictating play. Having seen 
how easy it is to be too careful with the Oilers, the Leafs are determined 
to be more in control come Friday, while still containing Edmonton’s top 
stars.  

“[It’s more about] playing our game, making sure that we're pushing the 
pace, not reacting to them and coming out with full confidence,” said 
defenceman Travis Dermott. “A couple guys are getting some different 
shots here [in the lineup], so those guys hopefully are pushing the pace a 
little bit, making sure everyone's on their toes and ready to go and firing 
[ourselves], instead of reacting to [the Oilers].” 
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USA TODAY / NBCSN will shut down at end of 2021 as several sports 
properties will shift to USA Network, according to reports 

 

Ellen J. Horrow 

 

The sports television landscape is about to undergo a huge shakeup. 

NBCUniversal will shut down its main sports channel, NBCSN, at the end 
of 2021, according to multiple reports on Friday. Much of its live sports 
content will move to USA Network, while more niche sports and events 
could be shifted to the company's streaming service, Peacock, or forced 
to find a new home altogether. 

“We’re absolutely committed more than ever to live sports as a company, 
and having such a huge platform like USA Network airing some of our 
key sports content is great for our partners, distributors, viewers and 
advertisers alike,” NBC Sports Group Chairman Pete Bevacqua told the 
Wall Street Journal. 

NBC is home to many big sports properties including the NHL, NASCAR, 
IndyCar and soccer's English Premier League, with large swaths of 
games and races broadcast on NBCSN. In his memo to staff on Friday, 
Bevacqua said, "USA Network will begin carrying and/or simulcasting 
certain NBC Sports programming, including NHL Stanley Cup Playoff 

games and NASCAR races, as part of a larger transition within the 
company." 

The biggest question could be what happens with NHL broadcasting 
rights after this season. 

NHL games have been shown on NBCSN (or Versus as it was previously 
known) for the past 15 years, but the league's rights deal with NBC 
expires after this season, so the NHL had already been working on a new 
long-term deal, likely with more than one network, according to Sports 
Business Daily. NBC has told the NHL that it would carve out regular 
windows on its broadcast channel and USA Network, which is in 86.2 
million homes, plus Peacock. NBCSN is currently in 80.6 million homes. 

NASCAR's TV deal with NBC runs through 2024, but the auto racing 
series also has a deal with Fox Sports, which broadcasts races in the first 
half of each season on Fox and FS1. NBC and NBCSN broadcast races 
in the second half of the season. 

NBC acquired the broadcast rights for all IndyCar races, including the 
Indianapolis 500, before the start of the 2019 season. NBCSN has been 
a broadcast partner with IndyCar since 2009, though ABC had long held 
the broadcast rights to the Indy 500 and select other races before 2019. 

NBC’s other sports channels, Golf Channel and the Olympic Channel, 
will not be affected, according to Sports Business Daily. 

NBCSN was originally launched by parent company Comcast in 1995 as 
the Outdoor Life Network. OLN's biggest property was cycling's Tour de 
France. In 2006, OLN acquired broadcast rights with the NHL and 
changed its name to Versus before becoming NBCSN after Comcast 
bought NBC in 2011. 
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