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Justin Williams back with the Carolina Hurricanes — but this time as an advisor  

By Jessaca Giglio  

Justin Williams, the former captain of the Carolina 
Hurricanes who retired in October, is returning to the team as 
special advisor to the general manager, the team announced 
Friday.  

Williams, 39, helped lead the Hurricanes to a Stanley Cup 
championship in 2006 and the Los Angeles Kings in 2012 
and 2014.  

In his NHL career, the forward played in 1,264 games and 
scored 320 goals, had 477 assists for 797 points. He played 
449 games with the Hurricanes, scoring 128 goals and 
recording 188 assists for 316 points.  

“Justin has been a major part of the culture change that 
we’ve undergone here,” Canes president and general 
manager Don Waddell said in a statement. “We’re thrilled to 
add someone with his experience to our front office.”

 

Coming off NHL COVID-19 protocol list, Canes players need time to get back in shape  

By Chip Alexander  

Five observations from the Carolina Hurricanes’ 6-4 loss 
Thursday to the Chicago Blackhawks: 

▪ Patrick Kane is beginning to age (aren’t we all) but the 
Chicago star still has some of the best hands and instincts in 
the game. His play around the Carolina net in the third period 
was “Kaner” at his best. 

Kane got off a quick shot, knocked down the puck with his 
stick behind the net and in one motion popped it back toward 
the Blackhawks’ Pius Suter as the Canes’ Sebastian Aho 
and Brady Skjei closed in on him. Suter gloved the puck 
down in front of the crease for a shot and didn’t score but an 
unchecked Alex DeBrincat was there to clean it up for a 5-4 
lead. 

Early in the period, Kane used his speed to drive to the net 
with Jaccob Slavin hounding him. He one-handed a shot 
toward goalie James Reimer, the puck bouncing back, off 
Slavin’s skate and through Reimer’s pads as the goalie and 
defenseman collided. 

▪ One can only hope Canes forward Martin Necas was 
shaken up but did not suffer a concussion after a late-game 
hit from the Hawks’ Calvin de Haan, a former Canes 
defenseman. Nothing wrong with the hit. But Necas smacked 
the boards hard, then banged the ice pretty hard as he fell. 

Hours before the game, Necas was on a media call 
discussing the thumb injury and surgery for goalie Petr 
Mrazek, his good friend and fellow Czech. He said he hoped 
Mrazek could get back soon. The same now can be said for 
Necas, off to a good start this season. 

▪ Hard to say for sure but the four players who recently came 
off the NHL COVID protocol list after being in quarantine all 
looked a bit gassed Thursday night. Slavin, Teuvo 
Teravainen, Warren Foegele and Jordan Martinook will all 
need more time to get in game shape and will have to do it 
on the fly. 

Brind’Amour must now work forward Jesper Fast, the last to 
come off the list, back into the mix. The coach faces 
something of a Catch-22 with holding practices -- the Canes 
had one Wednesday between games. With guys coming 
back, the Canes needed to practice and Brind’Amour wanted 
to get his players out of the hotel. Then again, they need 
their legs for the games. Every team will face that dilemma in 
this condensed 56-game season and especially those with 
multiple players coming off the COVID list (New Jersey, 
Minnesota, Buffalo). 

▪ It has been said often before: Andrei Svechnikov is getting 
better every time out. Special player. It’s hard keeping your 
eyes off No. 37 when the power forward is on the ice.  

Safe to say the guys in the other jerseys on the ice keep their 
eyes on him. So does the opposing goalie, who doesn’t want 
to have a puck zing past his ear on a lacrosse shot and look 
bad. 

▪ Before the season, after the new NHL divisions and 
schedules were announced, Canes defenseman Dougie 
Hamilton was asked what eight games against Columbus will 
be like. His answer: “Eight games against Columbus.” 

What also could have been said: eight grinding, brutally 
tough games against a former Metro Division rival. Hamilton 
broke a leg in one of the Columbus games last season. The 
Canes go into Columbus for back-to-back games Sunday 
and Monday and it won’t be like the speed games against 
Chicago.  

Hurricanes at Blue Jackets 

When: Sunday, 3 p.m. 

Where: Nationwide Arena, Columbus, Ohio 

TV: FSCR
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Wake County to open mass COVID-19 drive-thru vaccine site at PNC Arena parking lot  

By Adam Wagner  

PNC Arena will be the site of a mass COVID-19 vaccination 
site next week, Wake County Public Health announced in a 
statement late Friday afternoon. 

Vaccinations will be available at the arena by appointment 
only, with people chosen from the county’s wait list. 
Invitations will be sent out Friday evening, according to the 
Wake County release. Appointments must be confirmed for 
the vaccine to be reserved. 

The PNC Arena effort will lead to about 2,100 vaccinations, 
according to the Wake County release. It will take place on 
Thursday, Feb. 11, and Saturday, Feb. 13. Wake County 
said it plans to continue operating the PNC Arena 
vaccination site as supply and partnerships allow. 

Most of the vaccinations will take place in the arena’s 8,000-
space parking lot, with recipients driving through. People with 
appointments can also walk up to receive the vaccine.  

If someone has an appointment and is taking GoRaleigh, 
they can take the Edwards Mill Bus 26 to Edwards Mill Road 
at Trinity Road Northbound or take the Blue Ridge Bus 27 to 
Blue Ridge Road and Westchase Boulevard Southbound. A 
shuttle will run continuously between these stops and the 
vaccination site, the county said. 

In addition to Wake County Public Health, the PNC Arena 
vaccination site will be staffed by UNC REX Healthcare and 
the Capital Regional Advisory Committee. 

“Thanks in part to the incredible coordination that is already 
underway among our community partners, we stand ready to 
take on these additional doses and deliver them safely and 
efficiently. This means more vaccinations and more lives 
saved,” Matt Calabria, chairman of the Wake County Board 
of Commissioners, said in a prepared statement. 

Wake County has 94,000 people on its COVID-19 vaccine 
wait list, according to Friday’s release. If more vaccine 
becomes available, the PNC Arena site has the space to add 
additional drive-thru lanes. 

In a prepared statement, Don Waddell, the president of the 
Carolina Hurricanes and PNC Arena, said, “PNC Arena has 
ample space to serve as a mass-vaccination venue, and we 
want to do everything we can to help Wake County in its fight 
against COVID-19.” 

During a hearing of the N.C. House Health Standing 
Committee on Thursday, Department of Health and Human 
Services Secretary Mandy Cohen said about 30,000 of the 
roughly 150,000 vaccine doses the state receives each week 
will be allocated in a discretionary manner.  

Those will be based, Cohen said, on events aimed at getting 
vaccine into the arms of historically marginalized populations 
and on “adjusting back” the rate of doses received among 
the state’s counties.  

Cohen cited Wake County, specifically, as a place that had 
one of the state’s highest rate of people per doses after 
officials rushed a few weeks ago to get every dose off of the 
shelves. 

Through this week, providers in Wake County have received 
one first dose of vaccine for every 17.26 residents, the ninth-
highest number in North Carolina, according to data provided 
by DHHS. That’s well above the statewide average of a dose 
per 11.22 residents. 

By comparison, providers in Orange County have one dose 
for every 5.99 residents, and Durham County has one per 
every 5.84 residents. 

“We know in the process of trying to get that backlog into 
arms, we did have some inequity across counties,” Cohen 
said Thursday. 

Wake County Public Health will receive a total of 6,650 
doses next week. That includes the 2,150 doses for PNC 
Arena, as well as 3,500 doses for the two already operational 
health department vaccine sites at the Wake County Public 
Health Center and the Wake County Commons Building.  

The county will deliver an additional 800 vaccines to 
historically maiginalized communities, according to Wake 
County, while 200 more will go to long-term care facilities. 

Cohen also said that when deciding which events to send the 
additional vaccines to, state officials would consider whether 
organizations were partnering to host it.  

The PNC Arena partnership includes Wake County, PNC 
Arena, WakeMed, UNC REX and Duke Raleigh. 

“Partnership’s really important here,” Cohen said Thursday, 
“because, again, wanting to make sure we are not the ones 
choosing winners and losers in a community, but the 
community coming to us and saying: This is our partnership 
together.”
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Hurricanes vs. Blackhawks observations: Winning ugly, losing ugly, losing a goalie and 
more 

By Sara Civian 

Shall we kick things off with a quick vibe check? 

The Canes are 6-2-0 after matching their franchise-best 6-1-
0 start from last season. They’re currently tied with the 
Panthers and Blackhawks at 12 points, third-most in the one 
and only ~Discover~ Central Division. They were finding 
ways to win with five regulars out due to COVID-19 protocol, 
then as expected, the majority of those guys returned rusty 
(Jaccob Slavin, Jordan Martinook and, sort of, Warren 
Foegele). The games have been thrilling and intense, but if 
we’re being honest, the Canes should’ve been more 
dominant in the past two. It finally caught up to them in the 
form of the penalty kill Thursday, when they gave up three 
power-play goals in the first period of what turned into a 
comeback, back-and-forth loss to the Blackhawks. 

After Tuesday’s shootout win over the Blackhawks, coach 
Rod Brind’Amour said, “Today was not a good game for us. 
We’ll just leave it at that. We’ll take the win, for sure. We 
were good in spurts but not good enough, really. We got kind 
of fortunate tonight. Sometimes you have to win ugly 
games.” 

As shown on Thursday, sometimes you have to lose them, 
too. 

How are you feeling after sleeping on it? 

(Laughing out loud at the juxtaposition of Twitter handle and 
tweet sentiment.) 

So, why didn’t the Hurricanes necessarily deserve all of 
those points? The penalty kill, as we mentioned, has to be 
the first target. Four of the nine Blackhawks goals this series 
came on the man advantage — make it four of seven by 
anyone not named “Patrick Kane,” and four of six minus Alex 
DeBrincat’s empty-netter. 

“It was a little bit of everything,” Brind’Amour said about the 
struggles on special teams. “We did have a 5-on-3 and we 
were doing a good job, and we had it on our stick and didn’t 
get it out. There you go. Then it’s in your net. And they’ve got 
obviously a world-class player out there that really controls 
the power play. You can’t give them second chances. It was 
a bunch of things. We weren’t aggressive enough, in my 
opinion. We just gave them too much time, and that’s death 
in this league.” 

The Canes started off great Thursday, with a Sebastian Aho 
goal less than a minute into the game, but allowing three 
power-play goals that period alone was probably not the 
move. It doesn’t matter that there was a bad call at that point. 

“We gave away the game in the first period,” Brind’Amour 
said. “When you can’t kill penalties, you’re not going to win. 
To me, it was special teams that lost it for us tonight.” 

The Canes also failed to capitalize on their own power play, 
going 0-for-4 on Thursday. 

Dougie Hamilton: “Our power play was very bad. Our PK 
was very bad. It’s hard to win when you have those things.” 

Well said. 

In the same vein, the Canes just aren’t playing up to the elite 
defensive standard we’re used to. The good news is this 
seems fixable. Slavin has made some uncharacteristically 
weak plays since he returned from the COVID-19 protocol 
list, but his sluggishness — and the apparent sluggishness of 
the rest of the returnees except Jordan Staal — was to be 
expected. We’ll remember Slavin had one of the longest 
ironman streaks in Hurricanes history before he had to sit out 
due to COVID-19. He’s used to playing, and playing a lot of 
minutes at that, with a certain amount of consistency. 

“There’s such a high level that we expect out of them,” 
Brind’Amour said of those who returned from COVID-19 
protocol. “When you sit around for 10 days and then try to 
jump into an NHL game, it’s going to be hard. It’ll take them a 
little while to get up to speed, for sure. Having said that, our 
mental approach wasn’t right tonight. That wasn’t the way 
we’ve got to play. You saw it in spurts, but it’s got to be 
consistent to win in the NHL. It wasn’t there tonight.” 

Not for nothing, Thursday was the second time all season 
the Canes were outshot. 

All of this is far less concerning to me than all of the penalties 
in the long term, because it seems like it will just be a matter 
of time until the defense cleans it up, especially considering 
the Canes managed to squeeze a few points out of the 
series regardless. 

There are a few developments far more troubling than 
systems. The worst developments to come from these past 
few days in Canesland are the news that Petr Mrazek 
underwent surgery on his right thumb with a recovery 
timeline that’s not yet clear, and then this in the final seconds 
of Thursday’s loss: 

Brind’Amour had no postgame update on Necas, but you just 
absolutely hate to see this. We know former Hurricane Calvin 
de Haan isn’t a dirty player, and even though this was a 
clean hit, the way Necas falls is tough to watch. He’s been a 
top-five player on the Canes, in my opinion. He is getting 
checked out today, and we’ll likely know more in the coming 
days. 

OK, let’s talk about the goaltending situation. With Mrazek 
out for an unknown period of time, the Canes will be rolling 
out some distribution of time to James Reimer and Alex 
Nedeljkovic. I asked Brind’Amour what that might look like 
ahead of Tuesday’s game, and he kept it real. 

“I don’t know. I’m honestly focused on today. Reims is going 
today, then you can ask me again tomorrow,” he said. 
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“There’s no point in planning it out because it’ll just change. 
I’m pretty sure you’ll see Ned get some games, I just don’t 
know when.” 

Fair enough. Reimer obviously ended up getting both starts. 
Up next, the Canes have the Blue Jackets on Sunday and 
Monday, then Dallas on Thursday and next Saturday. 

Before Thursday, Reimer was playing better than you 
might’ve realized. He was 16-2-2 in his past 20 starts with a 
2.53 goals-against average, a .916 save percentage and two 
shutouts. He was had won his first four appearances of the 
season for the first time in his career and had become the 
fourth goaltender in franchise history to do that.  

It’s not like he was the reason for Thursday’s loss, and he 
has been the reason for a win or so this season. But your 
goalie has to be your best penalty killer, and Thursday’s 
rebound control left something to be desired. If you’re the 
Canes, you’re hoping he just shakes it off and continues his 
solid play. If you’re Nedeljkovic, you’re wondering if this is 
finally your chance. 

Nino Niederreiter is in beast mode. We’ve already given 
Vincent Trocheck credit for starting the season on a tear, 
both on the scoresheet and in the DJ booth, but Niederreiter 
is playing so well you’d think Paul Fenton just traded him for 
Victor Rask. I’ve mentioned how superstitious (and/or 
streaky) he tends to be a few times in the past, and he’s 
currently riding a very good wave. Four goals in eight games 
and a 16.7 shooting percentage. Why not? 

Another night, another milestone for Andrei Svechnikov. 
Svechnikov scored his 50th career goal Thursday, and he 
has six in eight games. Scariest part? I wouldn’t even say 
that was the most exciting aspect of his play throughout the 
series or the season. Some of the assists and the passes 

that didn’t quite make it to the assist column have been more 
impressive than the goals themselves. 

Even though the Canes need to find a balance between 
unsustainable hard work and relying on talent, it’s obviously 
a good thing that they have the talent to pull out wins in the 
first place. Svechnikov: six goals and nine points in eight 
games. Trocheck: five goals and seven points in eight 
games. Aho: two goals and eight points in eight games. 

Folks, it’s Dougie Hamilton assist SZN. Dougie Hamilton’s 
league-leading 296-game shot streak came to a devastating 
end earlier in the season, but apparently that was not his 
final form. On that fateful night, he recorded a beautiful assist 
on a Svechnikov goal — foreshadowing a long stay in apple 
city. He’s tied with Aho for the Hurricanes’ assist lead with 
six. 

The Quiznos saga. Only the Hurricanes’ marketing and 
social media team could turn a Twitter chirpfest into a 
donation to their charity from a sandwich shop I wasn’t even 
sure still existed. 

The background: The Rangers called the Canes out last 
season for allegedly copying their jerseys. The Canes, of 
course, clapped back. 

You bet the Hurricanes didn’t let anyone forget this when the 
Penguins dared to wear their Reverse Retros against the 
Rangers a few days ago. 

The Penguins clapped back with an A+ burn, and you know 
the Canes couldn’t let that one sit for too long. 

Next thing you know it, the actual Quiznos got involved… 

End scene.

 

Justin Williams adds respected, experienced voice to Hurricanes front office 

By Sara Civian 

Justin Williams returning to the Hurricanes in a front-office 
role might be one of the least surprising Friday news dumps 
of all time, but who bet the under on one year? 

Here we are precisely 170 days since the legendary captain 
last donned a Hurricanes sweater, and he’s officially “Special 
Advisor to the General Manager.” Williams played his final 
game on Aug. 19 and announced his retirement in October, 
ending a career in which he played 1,264 games — 449 of 
which were with the Hurricanes — and won three Stanley 
Cups. 

“As we know, Justin’s been a big part of not only the past but 
the more current times — our run in the conference finals 
there,” Hurricanes general manager Don Waddell said via 
Zoom on Friday. “Not only a leader to our hockey club on the 
ice but also more importantly off the ice. We’ve probably 
been talking for a while. Just recently, it made more sense to 
bring him on board. So we got to this point.” 

What does being a special advisor to the general manager 
mean, exactly? 

“Most importantly, just being around,” Waddell said. “This 
gives Justin an opportunity to be home, be with his family, 
with his kids’ hockey, but yet be around for scouting 
meetings, meetings about our current team. Anything we 
might need, he’ll be accessible for us. Again, the knowledge 
he brings just getting off the ice a short time ago is going to 
be very valuable for us.” 

Added Williams: “My end goal is really to learn just as much 
as I can. That’s basically what I’m doing now. This part of the 
hockey world interests me, then you gotta start dipping your 
toe in. … the whole day-to-day thing that I know nothing 
about. There’s a lot of work these guys put in, and I’m going 
to slowly try to learn it as best I can. And really, the endgame 
is doing my part to try to bring a championship back here. I 
was able to help back in 2006, but I know this team is very 
capable and very close to getting back to doing that. 

“I have a very good relationship with Tom Dundon and Don 
Waddell. We chat frequently. So I don’t think too much is 
gonna change, other than having the title and being 
employed by the Hurricanes. It’s just something that already 
interests me.” 

A unique role for a unique person, and, indeed, you could tell 
toward the end of Williams’ career he was destined for a 
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future in hockey beyond playing, whether it was media, 
coaching or operations. For now, it’s a combination of the 
latter two. 

“Did I think it would happen this fast? I don’t really know what 
I was thinking,” he said. “You finish playing, then you kinda 
figure out what you want to do when you grow up. Right now, 
I’m coaching youth hockey with my son and my daughter, 
and the days are flying by. Adding watching the Canes 
games is just something that’s natural for me.” 

“Being a player who is just recently out of the game, he’s got 
a lot of contacts within the game — respected by players 
around the league,” Waddell said. “Having that kind of asset 
with your hockey club is something we certainly can use. His 
experience, being in all the playoff runs he has during his 
great career — if Justin Williams picks up the phone and 
calls a player, he’s going to answer. There’s a lot of things he 
can do for us that are missing right now.” 

Part of that is choosing Raleigh, and the Hurricanes and 
taking pride in that. 

“This is where it is,” Williams said. “This is where I call my 
home. And this is the team I want to help.” 

And on Day 1, he already is providing insight about the 
Canes — from his new perspective. 

“It’s such a unique season, right?” Williams said. “It’s not 
your standard season where everybody’s playing and you 
know you’re gonna play this day and you got a back-to-back 
coming up. It’s a lot of off the cuff. The last two games have 
been just OK. I think the team has a long way to go. 

“But we’re certainly going the right direction. We have great 
leaders on the team. This season is a lot of ebbs and flows, 
a lot of ups and downs, a lot of times you’re in the groove 
and feeling well then you might have to stop a bit. But the 
teams that are going to stay sharp, stay sharp day-in and 
day-out — and certainly coach Brind’Amour is going to do his 
best to do that — they’re going to be all the better for it. But 
the guys coming back (from COVID-19 protocol), that’s tough 
right? The first game you’re excited, on adrenaline and then 
you gotta play catchup a little bit. Once everyone plays 
catchup, we’re one of the best teams in the league.” 

Did you catch the transition from “the team” to “we?”

 

Wheeler’s 2021 NHL prospect pool rankings: No. 5 Carolina Hurricanes 

By Scott Wheeler 

Welcome to Scott Wheeler’s 2021 rankings of every NHL 
organization’s prospects. You can find the complete ranking 
and more information on the criteria here, as we count down 
daily from No. 31 to No. 1. The series, which includes my 
own evaluations and commentary from coaches and staff on 
more than 500 prospects, runs from Jan. 11 to Feb. 9. 

The Hurricanes’ prospect pool is the highest-ranked system 
in the NHL this year not to have either recently been through 
a rebuild or currently in one. 

They have clearly demonstrated, particularly at the last two 
drafts but also through trades, an ability to see value in 
prospects that other teams don’t, targeting primarily high-
talent players who are notably different (see: Dom Fensore, 
Zion Nybeck) or those who are polarizing within the scouting 
community for one reason or another (see: Anttoni Honka, 
Patrik Puistola, Dominik Bokk, Noel Gunler, Jamieson Rees). 

If you’ve followed my draft boards in recent years you’ll know 
that they’re also the team that drafts most in line with the way 
I approach player evaluation. The Hurricanes’ focus is clear. 
They covet problem-solvers who can play finesse, 
possession games. Their consistent emphasis on skill 
doesn’t stray, using the draft as a mechanism to take swings 
on high-upside players. They recognize that top-of-the-lineup 
players are tougher to acquire outside of the draft than the 
readily available depth pieces that can be acquired through 
trades and free agents. And they take swings, betting that 
the hits will be meaningful enough that they can live with 
some misses. 

Though there has been a lot of change over in their pool and 
they don’t have a top-10 draft pick in the bunch, the 
Hurricanes have hung onto their draft choices and found 

creative ways to replace outgoing talent with equal (or better) 
incoming talent. This year, out due to a combination of trade 
or age are Janne Kuokkanen, Julien Gauthier, Eetu 
Luostarinen, and David Cotton. In are six of their eight 2020 
draft selections and Joey Keane, who was acquired by trade. 

2020 prospect pool rank: No. 3 (change: -2) 

1. Seth Jarvis, C/RW, 19 (Portland Winterhawks/Chicago 
Wolves) 

Jarvis was a little quieter than I expected he’d be at Team 
Canada’s selection camp for the world juniors. He flashed a 
few times, especially as a playmaker in traffic, but he had to 
pop as an 18-year-old to crack that team and he wasn’t 
consistently dangerous. Only two of Team Canada’s 
forwards (Cole Perfetti and Quinton Byfield, who could both 
be in the NHL) are eligible to return to next year’s team 
though, so Jarvis should be a lock — and could play high in 
the lineup. The more video work I do on Jarvis (including 
some recent viewings for this project), the more I fall in love 
with his star potential. Jarvis is a multi-faceted offensive zone 
creator who can manufacture looks for himself or use his 
puck skill to bait defenders and delay until seams get open 
as a playmaker. He excels in high-traffic, high-pace 
scenarios, carrying the puck with some flair, carving teams 
up through lanes, staying agile on his edges, and burning 
defenders on cuts. He’s also the kind of player who is going 
to thrive with talent around him at the NHL level. And while 
he’s not explosive or powerful, his A-level skating and skill 
are complemented by a diligent off-puck game that uses his 
three-stride acceleration to win races, escape board battles 
with control, and track the play to provide support above the 
puck. Outside of being a light 5-foot-10, Jarvis has all of the 
tools needed to become an impact top-six forward. 

2. Ryan Suzuki, C, 19 (Saginaw Spirit/Chicago Wolves) 
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One of my only criticisms of Suzuki’s game over the years 
has been his tendency to try to do too much, to try the extra 
move unnecessarily. So what was the one thing he did better 
than anything else at the world juniors? He made quick 
decisions on reads under pressure and played within himself. 
The world juniors version of Suzuki was the best version of 
his game. Suzuki has always had the line-driving on-puck 
skill of a top-six NHL talent. He leads rushes and pushes 
pace through neutral ice as a primary carrier on his line, 
hitting the blue line with speed to make something happen. 
He can beat defenders and goalies one-on-one with his 
hands, particularly his unique ability to pull and drag pucks 
through his feat and across his body to leap around opposing 
players with a side-step or cut. He’s also a creative, inventive 
passer who can run a power play, execute through layers, 
and feed pucks into space for his linemates. His quick 
acceleration also gives him defensive value in races and on 
lifts when he commits to them (an area which has improved 
a great deal since he entered the OHL as a No. 1 pick). 
Suzuki doesn’t have the overall build or strength of his 
brother, which limits his defensive value and his scoring 
ability relative to Nick, but I don’t think either of those things 
are preventative and I see legitimate second-line upside in 
Ryan Suzuki’s game. 

3. Jake Bean, LHD, 22 (Carolina Hurricanes/Chicago 
Wolves) 

The strength of the Hurricanes’ defence kept Bean out of the 
NHL longer than his skill set and play otherwise deserved, 
and now that he’s in the NHL the strength of their defence is 
keeping him out of a regular spot in the lineup and the 
minutes he’s capable of playing when he does get in. I 
applaud his patience because there are other players who 
would have wanted out by now. Though he has played in just 
three games this season as I write this, he has looked like 
the possession-driving two-way defender that he is and the 
Canes, per Natural Stat Trick, have outshot (20-11, or 64.5 
SF%) and out-attempted (39-23, or 62.9 CF%) the opposition 
at five-on-five, with a 66.8 expected goals for percentage 
(xGF%). Bean is a smooth, mobile, shot-generating 6-foot-1 
defender who thrives in transition, can make plays off of the 
offensive zone blue line, and plays with equal parts patience 
and aggression He has legitimate power play upside for the 
NHL with his ability to weave through the neutral zone and 
then make things happen with his footwork, hard point shot, 
and impressive reads. And while he’s not going to be a 
shutdown defender at even-strength, Bean has the pro 
attributes needed to defend the rush, close gaps, and hold 
his own in board battles. Despite his age and his slow 
escalation up the ranks, I still see legitimate second-pairing 
upside. 

4. Noel Gunler, RW/LW, 19 (Brynäs IF) 

After making the move from Luleå to Brynäs, Gunler left one 
of the top teams in the SHL for a bigger opportunity with its 
last-place club. Now, in 13 minutes a night (instead of seven 
minutes a night), he’s playing at a half a point per game and 
factoring in on the team’s power play after a strong showing 
at the world juniors, where he scored three highlight-reel 
goals in five games. Gunler’s has always produced 
offensively at an elite level relative to his age group and his 
SHL minutes, but concerns over his commitment off the puck 

led to his fall into the second round at the 2020 draft (when 
he was clearly a first-round talent) and shrouded his time in 
Brynäs and resulted in some Team Sweden snubs. Gunler’s 
offensive skill pops. His shot in motion and from a standstill 
is lethal, generating significant torque through his stick and 
slinging off of his blade with a ton of spin. He protects the 
puck extremely well on his backhand, which helps him drop a 
shoulder and cut to the net to shoot off of his forehand on his 
off-wing. He’s always looking to shoot high but he rarely 
misses the net. Some scouts question his skating but he 
creates separation and breakaways for himself too 
consistently for me to argue against his straight-line speed 
(even if his stride can splay a little and he can pick up his 
stick into a pitchfork skating stride when he’s really pushing 
himself). Others question his consistency and his play off the 
puck even though he has consistently driven results at both 
ends at an early age in terms of possession, chances, and 
goals at five-on-five relative to his teams. He’s got a pro 
frame, an excellent feel with the puck, and significant power-
play value. 

With team Sweden at the world juniors, he played the flank 
on the power play and scored short-side bar down not once 
… 

… but twice. 

With Brynäs, he has played the slot role equally successful 
though, showcasing his ability to get finish from in tight with 
one touch when his feet aren’t quite so set. Watch the way 
he gets low to leverage this low shot: 

Or the way he gets low and gets this puck up instead: 

Or even the way he adjusts his approach to make a quick 
one-touch pass when he’s too closely covered to shoot here: 

With the right coaching and development, Gunler has the 
potential to be an impact goal scorer in the NHL. Outside of 
names like Arthur Kaliyev, Cole Caufield and Alexander 
Holtz, he’s one of the better shooting prospects in the sport. 
He’s exactly the kind of player you roll the dice on in the 
second round. 

5. Jack Drury, C, 21 (Växjö Lakers HC) 

Drury doesn’t have some of the dynamic qualities many of 
the other Canes prospects ranked here do but with each 
passing season he feels like more of a sure thing than many 
of them do. He was the fourth-most productive player in 
college hockey last season (1.39 points per game) and its 
second-most productive goal scorer (0.71 goals per game, 
trailing only Sharks forward John Leonard). This year, when 
Harvard cancelled its season due to the pandemic, Drury 
turned pro and signed in the SHL, where he has been the 
league’s second-most productive under-21 forward (0.71 
points per game, trailing only Red Wings prospect Jonatan 
Berggren) and most productive rookie, playing 18 minutes 
per game (which also leads all forward rookies) on the best 
team in the league. Drury has always been knowns as a 
driven, 200-foot centre who involves himself in the play, 
plays within his team’s structure without cheating, works to 
get the puck back, and excels at moulding his game to play 
alongside talented wingers. But his offensive skill has also 
developed along a steep trajectory, with above-average tools 
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across the board as a finisher, handler, and passer who 
create offence in a variety of ways. 

Focus on No. 13 in blue (he begins the sequence on the right 
side of your screen high in the offensive zone) above-puck 
positioning as the third forward here below. He stays in 
position above the puck and only involves himself in the play 
when he has to close off the zone, disrupting at the right time 
and then getting open to use that finishing skill: 

But notice the creative little behind-the-back bank pass off of 
the boards to a teammate early on in this sequence, too: 

6. Jamieson Rees, C/LW, 19 (Chicago Wolves/Sarnia Sting) 

Rees didn’t make Team Canada at the world juniors but he 
couldn’t have played any better than he did in the 
scrimmages and was clearly one of the most noticeable 
players before being one of the final cuts. When Rees plays 
like he did in the selection camp, his talent and pesky 
forechecking style shine through equally and his presence is 
felt on every shift. He can impact a game in so many ways, 
whether he’s hunting down loose pucks, fighting for body 
positioning to win battles against bigger players, making 
something happen at the front of the net, or circling the 
offensive zone in possession to facilitate or cut to the slot for 
a chance. Rees is a slippery stickhandler who changes 
directions on defenders to keep cycles alive but also has a 
ton of talent in traffic to the slot. He plays on the edge when 
he doesn’t have the puck and surprises defenders and 
goalies with his hands when he has it (though there are 
times when he tries to do too much). He’s a better passer 
than finisher, and he’s not the biggest kid in the world, but he 
plays a pro style and if he can learn to reign in some of his 
decisions better he’ll have value up and down an NHL lineup 
someday. 

7. Anttoni Honka, RHD, 20 (JYP) 

On a JYP team that sits at the bottom of the Liiga standings, 
Honka is clearly the team’s most talented defenceman and 
continues to have a hugely positive relative impact on 
possession. Honka’s one of the more purely talented 
defencemen in his age group. Because of he’s short (he’s 5-
foot-10) for the position and he plays a risk-taking style, 
Honka has always had to prove himself defensively and earn 
minutes his talent probably should have afforded him 
anyways. His play the last two seasons in Liiga, at 19 and 
20, has done that in my opinion. Offensively, he’s an 
impressive skater through his footwork (more than through 
his pushes I’d say), he’s a superb outlet passer, his skill with 
the puck reminds of talented forwards on entries and one-on-
one off of the point. He’s an extremely creative east-west 
seam passer, and he makes pro-level skill plays that drive 
primary point totals and lead directly to goals. Defensively, 
he still needs to refine his positioning and decision-making 
but he has made real progress in both areas and he’s 
sturdier than he looks. There’s still a bit of a boom or bust 
element to his projection but he’ll always have clear power-
play utility and I think he’s closer to where he needs to get 
(given his age) in the other areas than he gets credit for. 

8. Patrik Puistola, LW/RW, 20 (JYP) 

When Puistola is involved in the game, getting touches, and 
playing with good players, he’s one of my favourite young 

players in the sport to watch and regularly flashes 
spectacular, ankle-breaking stickhandling ability and an NHL 
wrist shot that can clean beat goalies. He’s crafty with the 
puck on his stick and he can play through contact because of 
a low base to his skating posture. Maybe most of all, though, 
he wants to be a difference-maker. He wants to attack off of 
the flank and make a big play. And he’s talented enough to 
beat players one-on-one to create for himself or deke past a 
first layer and then use the attention that follows to feed a 
puck into space on the back side of the pressure to set up a 
teammate. I love the way he shapes his shots and changes 
angles through his release, too (he’s as comfortable on the 
toe and backhand of his blade as he is at the centre of his 
forehand). But he might not have the speed or acceleration 
needed to get to the danger areas or beat defenders in that 
same way at the NHL level. 

9. Joey Keane, RHD, 21 (Chicago Wolves) 

Keane’s got a look about him on the ice that really sets him 
apart out there. His posture makes him look stilted and stiff, 
he gets way out over his toes through his stride, and he 
holds his stick high on the shaft. But the reality of his game is 
much smoother than the look of it, with elite skating ability, a 
physical presence, excellent transition value (both ways), 
and an overall toughness and confidence about him. Last 
season, as a rookie in the AHL, all of those pieces, pieces 
which have always been there, really came together for him 
and elevated his projection. His skating helps him escape 
trouble, he plays an aggressive style, and he’s a righty with 
pro athleticism. Those things should make him a useful No. 
4-6 D who gives a group of six some uncommon elements. 

10. Dominik Bokk, RW/LW, 21 (Djurgårdens IF/Chicago 
Wolves) 

Bokk’s tough-to-evalaute because watching him is an 
experience in pulling your hair out. On one hand, he’s got 
undeniable NHL skill with the puck on his stick inside the 
offensive zone, skill that has allowed him to completely 
dominate his peers and has occasionally really flashed at the 
pro level. On the other, he has now been through three SHL 
programs in three years and whenever he has been given an 
opportunity to play a scoring role it has been short-lived. And 
while I think coaches and perception have played a role in 
some of that in the same ways they have for Gunler, Honka 
and Puistola, I also think his undoing has been more on him 
than those other kids. He can frustrate the hell out of me. His 
natural skill is there in spades. He can break down coverage 
laterally with his hands. His wrister is threatening from mid-
range (and sometimes from bad angles too). When he gets 
to the interior, he can make things happen. But there’s also a 
real selfishness to his game that he’s going to need to shake 
because he constantly tries to do too much and gets himself 
into trouble. If he’s going to make it, the Canes are probably 
the right team to unpack him and put him back together. But 
the pieces just don’t fit together right now. 

11. Morgan Geekie, C, 22 (Carolina Hurricanes/Chicago 
Wolves) 

Geekie is a 6-foot-3 forward with well-rounded skill. Inside 
the offensive zone he plays off of his linemates well with 
enough talent in puck protection to delay and open up 
passing lanes, a hard wrist shot that pops from the slot, and 
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good hands at the front of the net on tips, re-directs and 
dekes. His awkward skating stride could limit him as more of 
a complementary piece but he’s detailed enough without the 
puck that he can be trusted in a variety of roles/usages and 
there is talent there. 

12. Zion Nybeck, LW/RW, 18 (HV71) 

Nybeck was quiet in a limited role at the world juniors but he 
hasn’t looked out of place in the SHL and has points in three 
straight games in the SHL as I write this. His age-adjusted 
numbers in Sweden’s top junior league are pretty 
remarkable, but questions about his size (5-foot-8, 181 
pounds) and skating (the bigger issue, honestly) are real and 
he’ll have to get a little faster to maximize his potential. 
Inside the offensive zone, Nybeck is evasive with the puck 
on his stick, sliding under and around defenders to play 
through layers and quickly finishing plays when he’s left 
open. His ability to stutter and make defenders bite are high-
end, and he manages his limitations well all told, but there’s 
no question that he does have limitations. He’s going to have 
to learn to play faster as he progresses up levels, and he’s 
always going to struggle a little on board battles physically, 
but players his size need skill levels that are above and 
beyond and his qualifies. There’s not more risk taking a 
player like him in the fourth round than there is taking the 
rest of the available players and their respective drawbacks. 

13. Dom Fensore, LHD, 18 (Boston University) 

There are four players in the NHL listed at 5-foot-7 or 
smaller. That number only doubles to eight at 5-foot-8 or 
smaller. And you have to go an inch further to find your first 
defenceman. So needless to say, if Fensore makes it he’ll be 
alone as the smallest player (5-foot-7) at his position in the 
NHL. But all of the things you’d hope that he has if he’s going 
to make it as the exception to the rule, he has. He’s an A-
level skater forward and backward, and an even better one 
going laterally because of his footwork. He’s an excellent 
power-play quarterback because of his ability to maneuver 
against pressure, adjust his feet, change angles, and play 
through layers as a passer. And he’s a brilliant exits/entries 
player who carves teams up in transition. Really the only part 
of his game on the offensive side of the puck that doesn’t 
pop is his shot. Otherwise, it’s all there. And because his feet 
are so smooth, he also has defensive value gapping up in 
transition to force dumps (and then pivoting to track back and 
collect them so that he can move play the other direction), or 
sliding into lanes to intercept passes and be disruptive when 
a player drops his head. If he’s to succeed in the NHL 
eventually though, it’ll be because of his ability to play in 
possession and spend more time on offence than defence. 
With the right partner, it might work. 

Watch the way he works across the zone and opens up his 
feet here: 

14. Vasili Ponomaryov, C, 18 (Shawinigan Cataractes) 

Ponomaryov was a highlight on a Russian roster with more 
lowlights at the world juniors. He just buzzes. That’s the best 
way to describe him. He’s always on the puck, he’s got great 
hands, he can penalty kill effectively, he passes the puck 
well, and he opens up to make himself available. While he’s 
not the biggest, strongest, fastest, or most talented kid, he 
understands how to play from A to B. He’s also stronger than 

you might think at a cursory glance and uses his body 
positioning to come up with a lot of pucks. And then he also 
has skill, enough to deceive good defender, pick apart 
schemes with the puck, and makes plays off of all of the 
retrievals he wins. I’m a fan. He’s going to take some time 
but he has some intriguing qualities, he’s versatile, and he 
plays the same way regardless of how much he’s playing or 
who he’s playing with. 

15. Alexander Pashin, LW/RW, 18 (Tolpar Ufa/Salavat 
Yulaev Ufa) 

Pashin is a tiny (5-foot-7, 154 pounds) but hard-working 
winger who gets all over the ice to make things happen when 
he plays against his peers in the MHL but hasn’t yet figured 
out how to work that game up levels in the VHL and KHL 
(which is normal!). Pashin is extremely comfortable in high 
traffic because of his impressive dexterity, but he’s also 
opportunistic and understands how to use time and space to 
delay into spots or support the play. And he works to correct 
against his small frame by keeping his feet moving. I see a 
kid with some intriguing qualities who had a late-July birthday 
in his draft class and could potentially look like a value pick 
with the proper time to marinate and develop into offensive 
roles at each next level before he makes the leap beyond. 
He has the agility, the skill, and the work ethic needed to 
succeed at his size. 

16. Jesper Sellgren, LHD, 22 (Frölunda HC) 

Sellgren’s ranking here speaks to the depth Carolina has 
assembled within its pool. He has been a big all-situations 
defender for Frölunda this season, averaging more than 21 
minutes a game to lead his new team in ice time. He’s on the 
smaller side at 5-foot-10 but he’s extremely mobile and plays 
a mature defensive game and a heady offensive one. He 
does a good job shading with his feet, he walks the line 
beautifully, he’s got a good shot, and there’s some deception 
to his game in the way he plays back against the grain, too, 
though I wouldn’t say he’s dynamic offensively. Sellgren 
projects pretty safely as a third-pairing NHLer with two-way 
value. 

17. Pyotr Kochetkov, G, 21 (Vityaz Podolsk/Torpedo Nizhny 
Novgorod) 

Despite a strong track record in the MHL (career .916 save 
percentage), VHL (career .925) and KHL (.915), Kochetkov 
is now with his fourth KHL team in his young career, having 
struggled to establish himself as a starter in the league. He’s 
a little on the smaller side for a goalie at 6-foot-1, but he’s 
quick on his feet (and knees), technically sound, and athletic, 
relying on sharp angles to control the first rebound and his 
movement to make recovery saves. like the way he tracks 
the play but he’s prone to letting mid-danger shots squeak 
through his body when he’s set in his stance (a byproduct, in 
part, of his size). His biggest challenge at this point is one of 
reps, though. If he can’t sort it out in the KHL and find a fit, it 
may be in his best interest to come to North America and 
work his way up through Carolina’s system in the AHL. 

18. Alexander Nikishin, RHD, 19 (Spartak Moskva) 

Nikishin advanced up levels early because of his physical 
maturity (which presents itself in a hard shot, his ability to win 
board battles, and on net-front box outs) and he has now 
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played nearly 50 KHL games as a teenager. He has held his 
own in limited minutes (a shade under 10 on average). The 
question with Nikishin is less about his ability to hold his own 
defensively, complement a more active partner, and penalty 
kill than it is about what his upside looks like beyond that. He 
moves the puck fine, he manages the point effectively 
against his peers, and he’s a decent skater and a righty who 
is 6-foot-3. I like the way he reads the play, closes off the 
wall, and gets into passing lanes. His raw tools will keep him 
interesting, too. 

19. Blake Murray, C, 19 (Surahammars IF/Sudbury Wolves) 

Murray and two friends (Sudbury Wolves teammate Jack 
Thompson and 2021 NHL Draft over-ager Ethan Cardwell) 
signed in the third tier HockeyEtan at the start of January 
and have each looked good, making an immediate impact 
offensively at the low-level pro league. Murray has a pro 
frame and he’s willing to use it to play a physical 
forechecking style, which was always going to help him 
make the jump to the pro level (he’ll go back to the OHL 
if/when they return though). His skill level doesn’t wow me 
but he plays to the inside, he’s got a hard wrister in motion, 
and he has learned how to involve his linemates and play to 
his strengths. 

20. Tuukka Tieksola, RW, 19 (Karpat) 

When Tieksola plays against his age group, he’s a ton of fun 
to watch and possesses a skill set that allows him to do 
virtually whatever he wants with the puck: 

His comfort level in possession has always been extremely 
high. He can break defenders down inside the offensive 
zone. His hands in tight are superb, helping him quickly drag 
and adjust his stance on shots between the hashmarks (or 
quickly pull pucks laterally in tight on dekes). From a 
standstill, he’s a quick skater, building separation through the 
neutral zone and cutting lightly through holes after he gains 
entry to make something happen. The big concern with his 
game is his light frame and weak strength on the puck. He’s 
not so dynamic that pro levels will come easy without a little 
more muscle. All told he’s a high-upside, low-floor prospect 
with some real flair on the puck. 

The Tiers 

Each of my prospect pool rankings will be broken down into 
team-specific tiers to give you a better sense of the talent 
proximity from one player to the next (a gap which is 
sometimes minute and in other cases quite pronounced). 

The strength of the Hurricanes’ pool is evident in their 
prospect tiers, with one big group spilling into another rather 
than dropping off in quick succession, in their two honourable 
mentions, who would both be ranked in the vast majority of 
systems, and in the overall skill level. There’s a realistic 
outcome where this group of 22 players produces a handful 
of top-nine forward and a few D options. Short of having a 
top-10 pick or a star goalie prospect, it’s as interesting a 
group as any in the league.

 

 

Justin Williams joins Hurricanes’ front office, ready to learn 

The three-time Stanley Cup champion will be special adviser 
to the general manager 

By Cory Lavalette 

Right before Justin Williams joined a Zoom call with the 
media to discuss his new role as special adviser to 
Hurricanes general manager Don Waddell, he was talking to 
former teammate, longtime friend and current Carolina coach 
Rod Brind’Amour. 

In a way, Williams — who retired last in October after a 19-
season NHL career that saw him win three Stanley Cups and 
carve out a place as one of the game’s top clutch players — 
had just leapfrogged Brind’Amour in the organizational 
hierarchy to a position at the side of the coach’s boss, 
Waddell. 

“I’m certainly not his boss,” Williams said of Brind’Amour with 
a laugh. “He’s definitely still mine.” 

In truth, Williams’ standing in the organization — his close 
relationship with owner Tom Dundon, the respect he has 

among current and former players, his status as one of the 
fanbase’s favorite sons, and his bond with Brind’Amour — 
will allow him to transcend a slotted position and role with the 
team. He will do a bit of anything and everything. And that’s 
exactly how he wants it. 

“Building a hockey team is something I feel like I have some 
pretty good interest in, so I’ll be keeping my ears open and 
my eyes open at how these decisions come about,” Williams 
said. “And, as I said, I’ll be learning as much as I can.” 

Waddell quickly interjected that perhaps he could throw 
Williams right into the deep end. 

“I want to put them into the first contract negotiation I can, 
show him all the pain he and his agent put me through,” 
Waddell joked. “So we’ll get him broken in right away.” 

While Williams officially stepped away from the game nearly 
four months ago, he hasn’t been out of touch. 

“I have a very good relationship with Tom Dundon and Don 
Waddell,” Williams said. “We chat quite frequently, so I don’t 
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think too much is going to change other than obviously 
having the title and being employed by the Hurricanes. … I’m 
just going to do my best to learn from the guys that are very, 
very well experienced.” 

Waddell made clear that one way Williams can be an 
immediate asset is by using his reputation around the league 
to be a go-between with other players. 

“If Justin Williams picks up the phone and calls a player, he’s 
going to get called back, for sure,” Waddell said. “So there’s 
just a lot of things that he can do for us that will be something 
that we’re missing right now.” 

Williams started his career in Philadelphia, where he was a 
first-round pick in 2000, and was traded to Carolina in 
January 2004, winning his first Stanley Cup in 2006 with the 
Hurricanes. He won two more titles in Los Angeles — 
including winning the Conn Smythe Trophy as playoff MVP in 
2014 — and then made a two-year stop in Washington 

before closing his career with the Hurricanes the last three 
seasons. 

That return to the Hurricanes was made, in part, because of 
the desire of Williams and his family to make Raleigh their 
home after his playing career was over. Now, he can start his 
post-playing career in the same city. 

“This is where it is,” Williams said. “This is where I call my 
home for now, and this is the team that I want to help.” 

Williams will still have some of the pleasures of retirement — 
he’ll continue to help coach the youth hockey teams on 
which his son and daughter play, and added that he won’t be 
“punching in the hours that Don Waddell punches in.” That 
said, his “end game” is bringing another championship to 
Raleigh. 

“I’m excited just to be a little bit a part and learn, learn as 
best I can.”

 

 

Canes hire Justin Williams as special advisor 

By Joe Giglio 

It didn’t take Justin Williams long to find a post-retirement 
role with the Carolina Hurricanes. 

The Canes hired Williams, a former captain who had two 
different stints with the team, as a special advisor to general 
manager Don Waddell on Friday. 

"Justin has been a major part of the culture change that 
we've undergone here," Waddell said in a statement 
released by the team. "We're thrilled to add someone with 
his experience to our front office." 

Williams retired in October after a 19-year career which 
included three Stanley Cup titles, one with the Canes in 2006 
and two with the Los Angeles Kings (2012 and 2014). 

Williams had 320 goals and 797 points in 1,264 career 
games with the Canes, Kings, Philadelphia Flyers and 
Washington Capitals. 

The right winger played with the Canes for parts of five 
seasons from 2004 through ’09 and then returned in 2017 for 
the final three seasons of his career. 

Williams earned the nickname "Mr. Game 7" for his clutch 
playoff record. He had 15 points (7 goals, 8 assists) in nine 
career Game 7s, which is the most career Game 7 points by 
any player in NHL history. Williams' teams posted an 8-1 
record in Game 7s. 

He led the Canes to the Eastern Conference Finals in 2019 
and played an abbreviated season with the team last year 
before ending his career after the team’s loss in the playoffs 
in the NHL bubble in August.
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Tweetmail No. 250: Surprises, Hurdles & Lines 

By Michael Smith 

Hello and welcome to Tweetmail presented by Segra. This is 
a regular feature on Hurricanes.com in which I answer your 
Twitter questions, which are mostly about the Carolina 
Hurricanes, but sometimes also about travel or television or 
life. It's a mailbag of tweets. It's Tweetmail. Maybe you learn 
a little something, and maybe we have some fun, too. 

Let's get to it. 

Which player has surprised you the most so far? - 
@MarcusZhang7 

I'm overthinking this question, but let's talk it type it through. 

Andrei Svechnikov leads the team with six goals and nine 
points in the first eight games of the season, but I'm not so 
sure that's surprising given that we know he's such an elite 
talent. Is it good? Absolutely. Great, even. But not surprising. 

Vincent Trocheck has scored five goals and ranks third in 
points with seven through eight games, but I don't think that's 
all that surprising either, given that he's proven capable of 
this type of production. If he can maintain this level, the 
Canes are going to be dangerous down the middle all 
season long. 

Sebastian Aho is a point-per-game player through eight 
games (2g, 6a). That's not surprising. Jordan Staal has 
found the scoresheet with regularity since returning to the 
lineup and has six points (1g, 5a) in as many games. That's 
not surprising to me or Rod Brind'Amour. 

"I always see him play well. Everybody gets kind of caught 
up in points to play well, and that's not really how I judge it. 
He always plays well," Brind'Amour said on Tuesday night. 
"It's nice to see him get on the scoresheet, but if you really 
watch his game, he's had those chances, and he sets up 
people all the time. … He is very, very valuable to us, no 
doubt." 

With all that said, I'm going with Nino Niederreiter as my 
early surprise. He's scored four goals in the first eight 
games, this after he netted just 11 in 67 games last season. 
It's not his goal scoring that's a surprise - we all saw what he 
did in early 2019 after the Canes acquired him from 
Minnesota, right? It's that he's found his scoring touch this 
early in the season that's the pleasant surprise for me. 

I had Niederreiter pegged as an important piece for the 
Canes heading into this season. The team needed him to 
rediscover his post-trade form that helped propel the Canes 
to the playoffs for the first time in a decade. I was hoping 
we'd see that manifest at some point in the season, but I'm 
not sure I expected to see it this early. In fact, the season 

wasn't even four minutes old when Niederreiter got on the 
board, and it was pretty. 

Fast forward a couple of games, and Niederreiter let go of a 
rocket of a shot to tie Dallas late, a game the Canes ended 
up winning in the shootout. 

On Thursday night in Chicago, Niederreiter scored 42 
seconds into the second period, which jumpstarted the 
Canes for a brief while. It was a signature Niederreiter goal, 
too, as he posted up at the front of the net and chipped in a 
loose puck. 

Niederreiter has been a crucial piece to the Canes' top six in 
the first weeks of the season. He's scored big goals at big 
times. That's exactly what the team needed from him, and 
while it might not necessarily be surprising given his past 
production, the fact that he's back on track this early in the 
season is an encouraging sign for the road ahead. 

Will we get to see the SAT line together again at some point 
this season? - @BornACaniac 

Probably so. It's inevitable at some point that Brind'Amour 
will load up that top line and let them go to work. We haven't 
really seen that yet, but that's no cause for concern. If the 
Canes can balance out their forward lines, it forces the 
opponent to pick a poison. Do you send out your best 
against Aho and Teuvo Teravainen? Do you try to shut down 
Trocheck and Niederreiter? Or do you keep an eye on 
Svechnikov, wherever he is in the lineup? Svechnikov's 
production through eight games shows how dangerous he is, 
no matter who he plays with. He's going to score goals, 
especially when Staal is shrugging off defenders and 
casually setting up goals with one-handed, backhand 
centering feeds. 

Given how many teams have been postponing games due to 
COVID-19, has there been any discussion to shorten the 
season more or to create more time between games? - 
@gdizz79 

Even though a number of teams, the Canes included, have 
run into early-season COVID-19 issues, I think it's still too 
early to consider shortening the season or revising the 
schedule in any drastic fashion. The goal is for every team to 
play all 56 games, obviously. Most teams, if not all, will get 
there. Will there be some that don't? Maybe. It depends how 
many more teams experience viral outbreaks. If by early May 
it's unfeasible for some teams to play the totality of their 
regular-season schedule, I would imagine the league would 
determine playoff positioning using points percentage, just as 
they did in the 2019-20 season, when teams had played 
between 68-71 games at the time of the pause. 
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I'm optimistic that the league will clear these early-season 
hurdles, though. Each sports league in its endeavor to stage 
a bubble-less season amidst a pandemic has faced its fair 
share of challenges, especially in the first few weeks. 
Eventually, though, everyone settles into the "new normal," 
and things have tended to level off. 

With nearly 20 percent of its regular-season schedule 
complete, the NHL announced additional COVID-19 
preventative measures on Thursday. The most significant 
change is the removal of the glass behind team benches - 
and here's why. 

Baseball games are played outside, and players can spread 
out and wear masks in the dugout or bullpen. Football games 
are played outside, and players can spread out and wear 
masks on the sideline. While basketball is an indoor sport, 
players on the bench can spread out courtside. 

The hockey bench, meanwhile, is an issue. Players are 
jammed up against each other, shoulder to shoulder. They're 
breathing heavy after a hard shift and talking through 
strategy with their teammates, but because line changes so 

often happen on the fly, mask wearing is somewhat 
infeasible. Removing the glass behind the bench creates 
more air flow in an otherwise tight space, which will hopefully 
be effective in mitigating airborne viral transmission. 

Why didn't the NHL build in more of a gap between the end 
of the regular season and the start of the playoffs? - 
@BuzzMongold 

They did, sort of. On the list of key dates for the season, 
you'll notice asterisks beside May 11, when the Stanley Cup 
Playoffs are set to begin, and July 15, the last possible date 
for the Stanley Cup Final. These dates are subject to 
change, and I'd wager that there's probably a week or so of 
wiggle room just in case. 

Are we using a recorded goal horn or the actual thing? - 
@JerseyBoyWeston 

The actual thing. Always the actual thing. Except in the 
Toronto bubble when the actual thing was, well, impossible 
to transport.

 

Williams Eager to Learn in Canes Front Office 

Williams: 'The end game is doing my part to try to bring a 
championship back here' 

By Michael Smith 

Perhaps Justin Williams' most famous moniker, even if he 
ever so slightly bristles at the spotlight, is Mr. Game 7. 

Now, he's adding a new title: Special Advisor to the General 
Manager with the Carolina Hurricanes. 

What exactly does that entail? 

For the Canes, it's an opportunity to add a respected voice to 
a collaborative front office and tap into Williams' vast 
knowledge of the game and contacts around the league. 

"When we have scouting meetings, meetings about our 
current team, anything we might need, he'll be accessible for 
us," President and General Manager Don Waddell said. "The 
knowledge that he brings just getting off the ice a short time 
ago is going to be very valuable to us." 

For Williams, it's a chance to dip his toe into the water of the 
business side of hockey in an official capacity as he 
transitions into the next chapter of his career. 

"You finish playing, and then you kind of figure out what you 
want to do when you grow up," he said. "There's a lot of work 
that these guys put in, and I'm just slowly going to try to learn 
it as best I can." 

Williams' past experience is in leading a team on and off the 
ice. He retired from playing professionally after a storied NHL 
career that spanned 1,264 regular-season games and 162 
playoff games. Williams, a three-time Stanley Cup 
Champion, totaled 797 points (320g, 477a) in his career, 
which included 316 points (128g, 188a) in 449 career games 
with the Canes. 

Williams will now get hands-on experience in constructing 
what he and the Canes hope will be a championship team. 

"You're watching with a different eye. That's very unique. Am 
I going to be good at rating players or grading players? I 
don't know. I'm just learning what I need to see in a player," 
he said. "I'm excited just to see the behind-the-scenes and 
what goes into all the decisions that are made. Building a 
hockey team is something that I feel like I have pretty good 
interest in, so I'll be keeping my ears and eyes open at how 
these decisions come about. I'll be learning as much as I 
can." 

While Williams soaks up anything and everything he can, 
Waddell has big plans for his new apprentice. 

"He doesn't know what he got himself into," he laughed. 
"We're going to keep him as busy as we can." 

And Williams' first big task? Waddell has an idea. 

"I want to put him into the first contract negotiation I can so I 
can show him all the pain him and his agent put me through," 
he joked. "We'll get him broken in right away." 

Though this front office addition has been in the works for 
some time now, it is rather fitting that it comes a day after the 
Canes were unhappy with their performance in a 6-4 loss in 
Chicago and are seeking to rediscover their identity. 

Look no further than the man who helped define that identity 
and stitch it into the fabric of the organization. 

"The last two games have been just OK. I think this team has 
a long way to go, but we're certainly on the right direction. 
We have great leaders on the team," Williams said, even 
once referring to the man behind the bench as Coach 
Brind'Amour. "Once everybody plays catch-up, we're one of 
the best teams in the league." 

In the summer of 2017 when Williams returned to the team 
with which he won his first Stanley Cup 11 years prior, he did 
so to help the Canes "climb the ladder and get relevant." He 
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accomplished that and more, as he helped to reshape what it 
means to be a Hurricane. 

But even though his playing days are over, his job isn't 
finished. 

"The end game is doing my part to try to bring a 
championship back here," he said. "I was able to help out 
back in 2006, but I know this team is very capable and very 
close to getting back to doing that."

 

 

Williams hired by Hurricanes as special adviser to GM 

Former captain won Stanley Cup three times, once with 
Carolina 

Justin Williams was hired by the Carolina Hurricanes as a 
special adviser to general manager Don Waddell on Friday. 

The 39-year-old won the Stanley Cup three times as a player 
during a 19-season NHL career, including with the 
Hurricanes in 2006. He also won the Cup with the Los 
Angeles Kings in 2012 and 2014, the year he won the Conn 
Smythe Trophy awarded to the most valuable player during 
the Stanley Cup Playoffs. 

The forward retired as a player Oct. 8, 2020, after playing his 
final three NHL seasons with Carolina; he was Hurricanes 
captain in 2018-19. 

"My end goal is really to learn as much as I can," Williams 
said. "That's basically what I'm doing now. Once you make 
that transition, and this part of the hockey world interests me, 
which it does, then you've just got to start dipping your toe in 
and start learning a little bit. 

"What does Don do every day? What do the assistant 
general managers do every day? How do we evaluate 
players? How do we rate players? That whole day-to-day 
thing which I know nothing about because I just went to the 
rink, did my stuff and went home. There's a lot of work that 
these guys put in and I'm just slowly going to try and learn it 
as best I can. Really, the endgame is doing my part to try 
and bring a championship back here. I was able to help out 
back in 2006, but I know that this team is very capable and 
very close to getting back to doing that." 

Waddell said besides "just being around," the Hurricanes 
envision Williams helping in a variety of areas. 

"Being a player that's just recently out of the game, he's got 
a lot of knowledge and a lot of contacts within the game," 
Waddell said. "Knowing the players as he does and 
respected by players around the League, having that kind of 
asset with your hockey club I think is something that we 
certainly can use. 

"His experience of being in all the playoffs as he has, the 
runs he's had during his great career, and playing with a lot 
of different players, knowing every player out there. Justin 
Williams picks up the phone and calls a player, he's going to 
get called back for sure. There's just a lot of things that he 
can do for us." 

Williams scored 797 points (320 goals, 477 assists) in 1,264 
NHL games with the Philadelphia Flyers, Hurricanes, Kings 
and Washington Capitals, and 102 points (41 goals, 61 
assists) in 162 playoff games. He scored 316 points (128 
goals, 188 assists) in 449 games with Carolina and is sixth in 
Hurricanes history in goals, seventh in assists and eighth in 
points. 

Williams is one of nine NHL players to score 100 goals and 
win the Stanley Cup with two teams. He scored 15 points 
(seven goals, eight assists) in nine Game 7s, the most by 
any player in NHL history, and his teams were 8-1 in those 
games, earning him the nickname "Mr. Game 7." 

The Hurricanes (6-2-0) are tied for third place in the Discover 
Central Division.
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Hurricanes add retired Williams as special adviser to GM 

RALEIGH, N.C. (AP) — The Carolina Hurricanes have hired 
retired captain and three-time Stanley Cup winner Justin 
Williams as special advisor to the general manager. 

“The knowledge that he brings just getting off the ice a short 
time ago is going to be very valuable for us,” team president 
and general manager Don Waddell said Friday in a virtual 
news conference. 

Williams said it was “just an opportunity to stay within the 
game” and that his goal “is really to learn as much as I can” 
about team operations. 

“It’s just something that’s already interests me,” Williams 
said, adding: “Am I going to be good at rating players, at 
grading players? I don’t know. So I’m just kind of learning of 

what I need to see in a player because when I went out 
there, I could just do it. … I’m just going to do my best to 
learn from the guys that are very, very well-experienced in it.” 

The 39-year-old forward announced his retirement in 
October after 19 NHL seasons and a second stint with 
Carolina, where he won the Cup for the first time in 2006. He 
later won the Cup with the Los Angeles Kings in 2012 and 
2014 — winning the Conn Smythe Trophy as the playoffs’ 
most valuable player in that second run — while earning the 
nickname “Mr. Game 7” for his success in those postseason 
deciding games. 

Williams had 320 goals and 477 assists in the regular 
season.

 

Carolina faces Columbus for division battle 

Carolina Hurricanes (6-2-0, fourth in the Central Division) vs. 
Columbus Blue Jackets (5-4-3, third in the Central Division) 

Columbus, Ohio; Sunday, 3 p.m. EST 

BOTTOM LINE: Carolina plays Columbus for a Central 
Division matchup. 

Columbus went 33-22-15 overall and 10-7-5 in division 
action during the 2019-20 season. The Blue Jackets scored 
180 total goals last season while collecting 298 assists. 

Carolina finished 38-25-5 overall and 8-12-1 in division 
action in the 2019-20 season. The Hurricanes averaged 4.1 
penalties and 8.6 penalty minutes per game. 

The teams meet Sunday for the first time this season. 

INJURIES: Blue Jackets: None listed. 

Hurricanes: Petr Mrazek: out (thumb).
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NHL Power Rankings: The biggest standout players on each team 

Who is the early season standout on each team across the 
NHL? 

By Pete Blackburn  

We're still only three weeks into this weird NHL season, but 
things are starting to come into focus a little bit. We're 
starting to get a better idea of who's for real and who's not 
and seeing certain players emerge as standout performers. 
Some are the stars you'd expect, while others can be 
classified as "surprising" or "breakthrough" standouts. 

But while every game matters a bit more in this condensed 
season, a three-week sample is still a three-week sample. 
We don't know everything yet. Those teams and players 
performing at a high level right now may fall off just as 
quickly as they emerged, and vice versa. There's plenty of 
time for things to flip on their head -- and with a sport as 
weird and unpredictable as hockey, you should expect things 
to get wonky.  

Still, let's explore where we're at (and who deserves our 
praise) as we near the end of the first month of play.  

Rk Teams    Chg Rcrd 

1  Lightning  

Steven Stamkos. Losing Nikita 
Kucherov for the season hurts, 
but it hurts a little less when 
Stamkos is at the top of his 
game. He's been great for 
Tampa so far.  

-- 
7-1-
0 

2  Canadiens  

Tyler Toffoli. As much as I want 
to pick Nick Suzuki, who has 
been an absolute stud up front, 
it's Toffoli who has had the most 
hit-you-in-the-face sort of impact. 
Nine goals through 11 games? 
The steal of free agency.  

1 
7-2-
0 

3  
Golden 
Knights  

Mark Stone. Not a big shock. 
He's a top-five player in the 
league and he should get real 
Hart consideration if he keeps 
this offensive production (11 
points in seven games) up.  

1 
6-1-
0 

4  
Maple 
Leafs  

William Nylander. The easier 
(and maybe smarter) choice is 
Mitch Marner, who's lighting up 
the scoresheet through 11 
games. But let's go with 
Nylander because he's been a 

-- 
8-2-
0 

Rk Teams    Chg Rcrd 

lightning rod for criticism (and 
trade rumors) in Toronto over the 
past few years and he's doing 
his best to shut all that down with 
his strong play.  

5  Avalanche  

Cale Makar. Did you see him 
break that guy's ankle with a 
crossover? This guy rules.  

-- 
7-3-
0 

6  Bruins  

David Pastrnak. He's only played 
three games but, uh, he's got 
five goals and seven points. The 
Bruins are a different team with 
him in the lineup.  

1 
8-1-
0 

7  Capitals  

Zdeno Chara. Am I biased as a 
Bruins guy? Maybe. But Chara is 
still playing 20 minutes a night 
and is top 10 on the team in 
points at 43 years old. He's 
basically playing at minimum 
salary and maximum value.  

1 
6-2-
0 

8  Blues  

Jordan Kyrou. Despite not 
getting a ton of ice time, Kyrou 
has already set career records in 
goals (five) and points (12) and 
is leading the team in scoring 
through 11 games this season. 
The Blues needed someone to 
emerge to help offset the loss of 
Vladimir Tarasenko and Kyrou 
may be breaking through.  

2 
7-3-
0 

9  Hurricanes  

Andrei Svechnikov. I was 
tempted to go with Vinny 
Trocheck just because of his 
newfound life in Carolina, but 
Svechnikov is just too good. Six 
goals in eight games. Guy's a 
monster in the offensive end.  

1 
6-2-
0 

10 Jets  

Mark Scheifele. The Jets need 
the front end of their lineup to 
carry a lot of weight and 
Scheifele has been up to the 
task (14 points in 11 games).  

5 
7-3-
0 
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Rk Teams    Chg Rcrd 

11 Stars  

Joe Pavelski. Sure, a lot of 
Pavelski's production (15 points 
in eight games) has come on the 
power play, but a lot of the Stars' 
production has come on the 
power play in general. He's still 
been a major force up front, 
which is big in the absence of 
Tyler Seguin.  

-- 
5-2-
0 

12 Panthers  

Keith Yandle. There are several 
routes you could go here -- I 
almost went with Carter 
Verhaeghe, who is a strong 
breakout candidate -- but had to 
choose Yandle based on 
everything that went down just 
before the start of the season. It 
looked like he was going to be 
scratched and/or traded, but he's 
in the lineup and he's producing 
(7 points in seven games).  

2 
6-0-
0 

13 Flyers  

Kevin Hayes. James van 
Riemsdyk, who is leading the 
team in points through 11 
games, is an equally strong 
candidate here, but Hayes is an 
all-around contributor who leads 
forwards in ice time so I'll give 
him the edge.  

4 
7-3-
0 

14 Oilers  

Connor McDavid. 24 points in 12 
games? Is that good?  

6 
6-6-
0 

15 Wild  

Kirill Kaprizov. After the long wait 
for his arrival, Kaprizov seems to 
be living up to the hype. He 
might be the exciting offensive 
star that Minnesota has been 
needing for a long time.  

2 
6-5-
0 

16 Flames  

Jacob Markstrom. Some people 
criticized the signing this 
offseason but the Flames 
needed an upgrade in net and 
Markstrom has been worth his 
contract so far. This team would 
be in much, much worse shape 
without him.  

3 
4-5-
0 

17 Islanders  

It's either Matt Barzal or Semyon 
Varlamov, but Barzal (10 points 
in nine games) is the sexier 
choice so let's just go that way.  

5 
3-4-
0 

Rk Teams    Chg Rcrd 

18 Penguins  

Sidney Crosby. More or less by 
default.  

2 
5-4-
0 

19 Predators  

Filip Forsberg. Through 10 
games, he's got six goals and is 
the only guy on the team with 
more than three. He's personally 
responsible for 21% of the 
team's goal scoring.  

1 
5-6-
0 

20 
Blue 
Jackets  

Not Pierre Luc-Dubois. Come 
on, I couldn't resist.  

1 
5-4-
0 

21 Canucks  

Bo Horvat. Quinn Hughes is 
leading the team in points, but 
he's been a liability on the back 
end so far, so let's go with 
Horvat. Elias Petterson has been 
surprisingly quiet out of the gate 
so a lot has fallen on Horvat to 
pick up the slack, and his line 
has done a good job producing.  

2 
6-8-
0 

22 Rangers  

Artemi Panarin. I was going to 
make the "Not Tony DeAngelo" 
joke but I figured two times in a 
row would be a bit much. 
Anyway, Panarin (15 points in 10 
games) is still the lifeblood of this 
offense ... no shock there.  

5 
4-4-
0 

23 Blackhawks 

Kevin Lankinen. Uh, who? We 
had no idea what was going to 
happen in net for the 
Blackhawks this year but a wild 
Lankinen has emerged. He's got 
a .928 save percentage and 6.60 
goals saved above average 
through eight games behind a 
bad defense.  

6 
4-4-
0 

24 Sabres  

Rasmus Ristolainen. For as 
much criticism as Ristolainen 
has received for his defensive 
play over the past few years, 
he's been pretty damn good to 
start this season. Not only has 
he been half of a shutdown pair 
(along with Jake McCabe), he's 
also been doing damage as a 
net-front presence on the power 
play.  

1 
4-4-
0 

25 Devils  

MacKenzie Blackwood. Jack 
Hughes and Miles Wood could 
easily be the choices here (and 

1 
4-3-
0 
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Rk Teams    Chg Rcrd 

you can argue they deserve it 
because they've played more 
games), but Blackwood has 
been unreal through three starts 
for the Devils thus far. A .948 
save percentage and 5.11 goals 
saved above average? Are you 
kidding me?  

26 Kings  

Anze Kopitar. He's racking up 
the assists (11 in nine games), 
even if the majority have come 
on the power play.  

3 
3-5-
0 

27 Coyotes  

Conor Garland. Garland has 
emerged as an offensive beacon 
for the Yotes and has 10 points 
in 10 games. In just his second 
full season, he might be entering 
the league's "most underrated" 
discussion.  

1 
4-5-
0 

28 Sharks  Logan Couture. I guess?  6 
4-5-
0 

Rk Teams    Chg Rcrd 

29 Ducks  

John Gibson. He has a .924 
save percentage and 5.57 goals 
saved above average behind 
one of the worst teams in the 
league. Somebody please, 
please put this guy on a good 
team so that we don't have to 
watch an incredible career go to 
waste.  

1 
4-5-
0 

30 Red Wings  

Bobby Ryan. Listen, I know 
Dylan Larkin is actually the real 
answer, but Ryan's hot start in 
the opening week may actually 
be the highlight of their season. 
Not kidding.  

-- 
2-8-
0 

31 Senators  

Tim Stutzle. He's their leading 
goal scorer despite only playing 
eight games (as a rookie) so far. 
He's almost single-handedly 
made one of the league's worst 
teams worth watching just to see 
what he's capable of on a nightly 
basis.  

-- 
2-8-
0 

 

 
Hurricanes name Justin Williams Special Advisor to the General Manager 

The long time Hurricanes forward did not take long to find a 
new role in the organization. 

By Andrew Schnittker  

It did not take long post retirement for Justin Williams to find 
a new role with the Hurricanes’ organization.  

The team announced Monday that the long-time forward, 
who retired following the 2019-20 season, has been hired as 
a special advisor to general manager Don Waddell.  

Williams played 449 games over two stints with the 
Hurricanes, scoring 128 goals and 316 points. He served as 
the team’s captain during the 2018-19 season, and was 
instrumental in Carolina snapping its playoff drought.  

The official release from the team follows:  

‘CANES HIRE JUSTIN WILLIAMS AS ADVISOR 

Three-time Stanley Cup champion posted 797 points in 
1,264 career NHL games 

RALEIGH, N.C. – Don Waddell, President and General 
Manager of the National Hockey League’s Carolina 
Hurricanes, today announced that the team has hired Justin 
Williams as Special Advisor to the General Manager. 

“Justin has been a major part of the culture change that 
we’ve undergone here,” said Waddell. “We’re thrilled to add 
someone with his experience to our front office.” 

Williams, 39, retired from playing professionally on Oct. 8, 
2020. He recorded 797 points (320g, 477a) in 1,264 career 
NHL games with the Hurricanes, Flyers, Kings and Capitals. 
Williams is a three-time Stanley Cup Champion, winning 
titles with Carolina in 2006 and Los Angeles in 2012 and 
2014. He also won the Conn Smythe Trophy in 2014, 
awarded to the most valuable player during the playoffs. The 
6’1”, 184-pound forward tallied 316 points (128g, 188a) in 
449 career games with the Hurricanes, ranking sixth in team 
history (since relocation) in goals and assists and eighth in 
points. He is one of nine players in NHL history to score 100 
goals and win the Stanley Cup with two different franchises. 
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Williams was named the 16th captain in franchise history on 
Sept. 13, 2018. He played in 162 career NHL playoff games, 
registering 102 points (41g, 61a). The Cobourg, Ont., native 
recorded 15 points (7g, 8a) in nine career Game 7s, which is 

the most career Game 7 points by any player in NHL history. 
Williams’ teams posted an 8-1 record in Game 7s. 

Williams and Waddell will speak to the media via Zoom at 
3:30 p.m., stay tuned to Canes Country for full coverage.

 

Williams returns to Hurricanes in front-office role 

The Canes’ former captain is ready to learn the behind the 
scenes aspects of building a successful hockey team.  

By Andrew Schnittker  

It didn’t exactly require a leap of faith to predict that it would 
not take long for Justin Williams to find his way back to the 
game of hockey after his 21-year playing career, or that he’d 
find an off-ice role with the Carolina Hurricanes, the team he 
played eight seasons for.  

That became official Friday, with the team announcing it 
hired Williams as a Special Advisor to the General Manager. 

All Dwight Schrute jokes aside, Williams’ new role with the 
Hurricanes will be an important one. He’s maintained a 
strong relationship with general manager Don Waddell and 
Tom Dundon, and they had conversations about him joining 
the organization going back to Williams’ break from the game 
before returning to finish out last season.  

In his new job, Williams will advise Waddell on anything from 
the team current team, scouting prospects, looking at 
potential acquisitions around the league and more, with 
Waddell saying “We’ve got to utilize him in every aspect of 
the organization he feels comfortable with.” 

The perspective of a player who just recently concluded a 
decorated playing career that included 1,426 regular-season 
and playoff games, and three Stanley Cup rings, will certainly 
be valued. 

“Being a player that’s just recently been out of the game, 
he’s got a lot of knowledge and a lot of contacts with the 
game, knowing the players as he does and being respected 
by players around the league,” Waddell said. “So having that 
kind of asset with your hockey club is something that we 
certainly can use. … Knowing every player out there, if Justin 
Williams picks up the phone, he’s going to get a call back for 
sure. There’s just a lot of things that he can do for us that will 
be something we’re missing right now.” 

For Williams, it’s an opportunity to remain rooted in Raleigh 
and spend time with his family, including coaching his kids in 
youth hockey, without the constant travel of an NHL playing 
career. But he’ll be able to be around the team, attend 
scouting meetings and advise Waddell on anything he might 
need.  

Williams is excited to see the behind the scenes aspect of an 
NHL hockey team, and what goes into building a team.  

“I think my end goal is really to learn as much as I can,” 
Williams said. “That’s basically what I’m doing now. Once 
you make that transition and this part of the hockey world 
interests me, which it does, then you’ve just got to start 
dipping your toe in and start learning, what does Don do 
every day? What do the assistant general managers do 

every day? How do we evaluate players? How do we rate 
players? That whole day-to-day thing, which I know nothing 
about because I just went to the rink, did my stuff and went 
home. There’s a lot of work that these guys put in, and I’m 
just going to slowly try and learn it as best I can.” 

One of the main areas Williams will try to help with is 
watching different players around the league to see who 
might be a good fit to help the Hurricanes.  

It’ll be a very different process than the one he was used to 
as a player, but one he’s ready to tackle. 

“It’s tough watching, but at the same time, you’re watching 
with a different eye,” Williams said. “That’s very unique. Am I 
going to be good at rating players, at grading players? I don’t 
know. So I’m just kind of learning what I need to see in a 
player, because when I went out there, I could just do it. So 
watching somebody play hockey and kind of seeing what 
type of game they play, what kind of assets they have, how 
they benefit our team, how they wouldn’t benefit our team, fit, 
all these things go into building a team.” 

Williams does know that the same experience that helped 
him become such an effective on and off-ice leader later in 
his playing career should serve him well in this new role.  

“I just think the longer you play, the more experience you 
have, the more clout you have, the more your words mean 
something, and the more people say ‘Alright, this guy knows 
what he’s talking about,’” Williams said. “I certainly don’t 
know everything, but I have a lot of experience to dwell on, 
and I think that’ll help me.” 

Waddell intends to use Williams’ vast knowledge in as many 
different areas as possible, joking that Williams “doesn’t 
know what he’s gotten himself into,” with how bus he’ll be, 
and that he might just let him see the other side of the table 
early on.  

“I want to put him into the first contract negotiation I can so I 
can show him all of the pain him and his agent put me 
through,” Waddell said.  

Williams is going to be an important asset for the Hurricanes’ 
front office given his experience and connections throughout 
the game, another voice to help the team in its constant 
quest for on and off-ice improvement. 

And, while Williams will be playing a vastly different role than 
he did as a player for Carolina, the ultimate goal remains the 
same.  

“The end game is doing my part to try and bring a 
championship back here,” Williams said. “I was able to help 
out back in 2006, but I know this team is very capable and 
very close to doing that.”
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Young Wolves seize opener 

The Chicago Wolves opened their 27th season with a 3-1 
American Hockey League victory over the Grand Rapids 
Griffins on Friday night at Triphahn Center. 

Forwards Tommy Novak and Seth Jarvis and defenseman 
Cavan Fitzgerald scored for the Wolves — the 19-year-old 
Jarvis tallying in his first professional game — while 19-year-
old forward Phil Tomasino added two assists in his first game 
as Chicago (1-0-0-0) captured its first seventh home opener 
in the last nine years. 

Goaltender Antoine Bibeau (1-0-0) rejected 22 shots to earn 
the win as the Wolves played for the first time since March 8, 
2020, due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

“It’s a very young group, but with some experienced players,” 
said Wolves head coach Ryan Warsofsky. “I think they were 
really excited after a long time off. We were surprised at the 
pace and the physicality — just the coaching staff talking 
about it after the first period. It’s definitely a positive.” 

The Griffins (0-1-0-0) scored first at 7:38 as veteran Kris 
Criscuolo capitalized on the visitors’ first power play of the 
season. He went to the net and knocked home a pass from 
Riley Barber. 

The Wolves answered at 18:26 of the first as Fitzgerald 
jumped into the rush and fired after flying down the left wing. 

Goaltender Pat Nagle (26 saves) made the initial stop, but 
Novak flew in for an acrobatic rebound and the 1-1 tie. 

Chicago took its first lead at 2:09 of the second on Jarvis’ 
power-play goal. Tomasino, Dominik Bokk and Jarvis — 
three NHL first-round picks making their North American 
professional debuts — connected on a perfect tic-tac-toe to 
find Jarvis open in the slot. 

“I’ve been waiting for this day for a long time now,” Jarvis 
said. “It was great getting my feet wet and, obviously, scoring 
is going to make it pretty memorable, I think. On the power 
play, we have a bunch of young guys and it’s nice to do it 
with them and make plays with them.” 

Fitzgerald gave the Wolves some breathing room at the 
13:01 mark when he blasted a slap shot through traffic from 
the top of the left circle. 

The Wolves face a quick turnaround as they hit the road for a 
3 p.m. game Saturday against the Rockford IceHogs. The 
Wolves also added a 2 p.m. home game versus the IceHogs 
at 2 p.m. Tuesday, Jan. 9. 

While fans can’t attend games at Triphahn Center this 
season, fans’ smiling faces can be in the building with a 
personalized cutout placed in the Chicago Wolves Fan 
Gallery, presented by Hefty. To purchase yours, visit 
ChicagoWolvesStore.com.
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TODAY’S LINKS 
https://www.newsobserver.com/sports/nhl/carolina-hurricanes/article249042535.html 
https://www.newsobserver.com/sports/nhl/carolina-hurricanes/article249033125.html 

https://www.newsobserver.com/news/coronavirus/article249048905.html 
https://theathletic.com/2370021/2021/02/05/carolina-hurricanes-observations-chicago-blackhawks/ 

https://theathletic.com/2370760/2021/02/05/justin-williams-hurricanes-front-office/ 
https://theathletic.com/2367342/2021/02/06/nhl-prospect-rankings-hurricanes-2021/ 

https://nsjonline.com/article/2021/02/justin-williams-joins-hurricanes-front-office-ready-to-learn/ 
https://www.wralsportsfan.com/canes-hire-justin-williams-as-special-advisor/19511434/ 

https://www.nhl.com/hurricanes/news/tweetmail-number-250-surprises-hurdles-lines/c-321118276 
https://www.nhl.com/hurricanes/news/justin-williams-eager-to-learn-in-canes-front-office/c-321127424 

https://www.nhl.com/news/carolina-hurricanes-hire-justin-williams-as-special-adviser/c-321123886 
https://apnews.com/article/los-angeles-kings-carolina-hurricanes-justin-williams-nhl-2d715c0f9d831422972c524ae63ee144 

https://apnews.com/article/columbus-carolina-hurricanes-nhl-petr-mrazek-columbus-blue-jackets-d4d730b6523944be92e29dc58585ef87 
https://www.cbssports.com/nhl/news/nhl-power-rankings-the-biggest-standout-players-on-each-team/ 

https://www.canescountry.com/2021/2/5/22268736/carolina-hurricanes-don-waddell-justin-williams 
https://www.canescountry.com/2021/2/5/22269060/carolina-hurricanes-justin-williams-don-waddell 

https://www.chicagowolves.com/2021/02/05/young-wolves-seize-opener/ 
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Coming off NHL COVID-19 protocol list, Canes players need time to get 
back in shape 

 

BY CHIP ALEXANDER 

FEBRUARY 05, 2021 03:08 PM 

 

Five observations from the Carolina Hurricanes’ 6-4 loss Thursday to the 
Chicago Blackhawks: 

▪ Patrick Kane is beginning to age (aren’t we all) but the Chicago star still 
has some of the best hands and instincts in the game. His play around 
the Carolina net in the third period was “Kaner” at his best. 

Kane got off a quick shot, knocked down the puck with his stick behind 
the net and in one motion popped it back toward the Blackhawks’ Pius 
Suter as the Canes’ Sebastian Aho and Brady Skjei closed in on him. 
Suter gloved the puck down in front of the crease for a shot and didn’t 
score but an unchecked Alex DeBrincat was there to clean it up for a 5-4 
lead. 

Early in the period, Kane used his speed to drive to the net with Jaccob 
Slavin hounding him. He one-handed a shot toward goalie James 
Reimer, the puck bouncing back, off Slavin’s skate and through Reimer’s 
pads as the goalie and defenseman collided. 

▪ One can only hope Canes forward Martin Necas was shaken up but did 
not suffer a concussion after a late-game hit from the Hawks’ Calvin de 
Haan, a former Canes defenseman. Nothing wrong with the hit. But 
Necas smacked the boards hard, then banged the ice pretty hard as he 
fell. 

Hours before the game, Necas was on a media call discussing the thumb 
injury and surgery for goalie Petr Mrazek, his good friend and fellow 
Czech. He said he hoped Mrazek could get back soon. The same now 
can be said for Necas, off to a good start this season. 

▪ Hard to say for sure but the four players who recently came off the NHL 
COVID protocol list after being in quarantine all looked a bit gassed 
Thursday night. Slavin, Teuvo Teravainen, Warren Foegele and Jordan 
Martinook will all need more time to get in game shape and will have to 
do it on the fly. 

Brind’Amour must now work forward Jesper Fast, the last to come off the 
list, back into the mix. The coach faces something of a Catch-22 with 
holding practices -- the Canes had one Wednesday between games. 
With guys coming back, the Canes needed to practice and Brind’Amour 
wanted to get his players out of the hotel. Then again, they need their 
legs for the games. Every team will face that dilemma in this condensed 
56-game season and especially those with multiple players coming off 
the COVID list (New Jersey, Minnesota, Buffalo). 

▪ It has been said often before: Andrei Svechnikov is getting better every 
time out. Special player. It’s hard keeping your eyes off No. 37 when the 
power forward is on the ice. 

Safe to say the guys in the other jerseys on the ice keep their eyes on 
him. So does the opposing goalie, who doesn’t want to have a puck zing 
past his ear on a lacrosse shot and look bad. 

▪ Before the season, after the new NHL divisions and schedules were 
announced, Canes defenseman Dougie Hamilton was asked what eight 
games against Columbus will be like. His answer: “Eight games against 
Columbus.” 

What also could have been said: eight grinding, brutally tough games 
against a former Metro Division rival. Hamilton broke a leg in one of the 
Columbus games last season. The Canes go into Columbus for back-to-
back games Sunday and Monday and it won’t be like the speed games 
against Chicago. 
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HURRICANES AT BLUE JACKETS 

When: Sunday, 3 p.m. 

Where: Nationwide Arena, Columbus, Ohio 

TV: FSCR 
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Justin Williams back with the Carolina Hurricanes — but this time as an 
advisor 

 

BY JESSACA GIGLIO 

FEBRUARY 05, 2021 02:54 PM 

 

Justin Williams, the former captain of the Carolina Hurricanes who retired 
in October, is returning to the team as special advisor to the general 
manager, the team announced Friday. 

Williams, 39, helped lead the Hurricanes to a Stanley Cup championship 
in 2006 and the Los Angeles Kings in 2012 and 2014. 

In his NHL career, the forward played in 1,264 games and scored 320 
goals, had 477 assists for 797 points. He played 449 games with the 
Hurricanes, scoring 128 goals and recording 188 assists for 316 points. 

“Justin has been a major part of the culture change that we’ve undergone 
here,” Canes president and general manager Don Waddell said in a 
statement. “We’re thrilled to add someone with his experience to our front 
office.” 
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Justin Williams adds respected, experienced voice to Hurricanes front 
office 

 

By Sara Civian Feb 5, 2021  

 

Justin Williams returning to the Hurricanes in a front-office role might be 
one of the least surprising Friday news dumps of all time, but who bet the 
under on one year? 

Here we are precisely 170 days since the legendary captain last donned 
a Hurricanes sweater, and he’s officially “Special Advisor to the General 
Manager.” Williams played his final game on Aug. 19 and announced his 
retirement in October, ending a career in which he played 1,264 games 
— 449 of which were with the Hurricanes — and won three Stanley 
Cups. 

“As we know, Justin’s been a big part of not only the past but the more 
current times — our run in the conference finals there,” Hurricanes 
general manager Don Waddell said via Zoom on Friday. “Not only a 
leader to our hockey club on the ice but also more importantly off the ice. 
We’ve probably been talking for a while. Just recently, it made more 
sense to bring him on board. So we got to this point.” 

What does being a special advisor to the general manager mean, 
exactly? 

“Most importantly, just being around,” Waddell said. “This gives Justin an 
opportunity to be home, be with his family, with his kids’ hockey, but yet 
be around for scouting meetings, meetings about our current team. 
Anything we might need, he’ll be accessible for us. Again, the knowledge 
he brings just getting off the ice a short time ago is going to be very 
valuable for us.” 

Added Williams: “My end goal is really to learn just as much as I can. 
That’s basically what I’m doing now. This part of the hockey world 
interests me, then you gotta start dipping your toe in. … the whole day-
to-day thing that I know nothing about. There’s a lot of work these guys 
put in, and I’m going to slowly try to learn it as best I can. And really, the 
endgame is doing my part to try to bring a championship back here. I was 
able to help back in 2006, but I know this team is very capable and very 
close to getting back to doing that. 

“I have a very good relationship with Tom Dundon and Don Waddell. We 
chat frequently. So I don’t think too much is gonna change, other than 
having the title and being employed by the Hurricanes. It’s just something 
that already interests me.” 

A unique role for a unique person, and, indeed, you could tell toward the 
end of Williams’ career he was destined for a future in hockey beyond 
playing, whether it was media, coaching or operations. For now, it’s a 
combination of the latter two. 

“Did I think it would happen this fast? I don’t really know what I was 
thinking,” he said. “You finish playing, then you kinda figure out what you 
want to do when you grow up. Right now, I’m coaching youth hockey with 
my son and my daughter, and the days are flying by. Adding watching 
the Canes games is just something that’s natural for me.” 

“Being a player who is just recently out of the game, he’s got a lot of 
contacts within the game — respected by players around the league,” 
Waddell said. “Having that kind of asset with your hockey club is 
something we certainly can use. His experience, being in all the playoff 
runs he has during his great career — if Justin Williams picks up the 
phone and calls a player, he’s going to answer. There’s a lot of things he 
can do for us that are missing right now.” 

Part of that is choosing Raleigh, and the Hurricanes and taking pride in 
that. 

“This is where it is,” Williams said. “This is where I call my home. And this 
is the team I want to help.” 

And on Day 1, he already is providing insight about the Canes — from 
his new perspective. 

“It’s such a unique season, right?” Williams said. “It’s not your standard 
season where everybody’s playing and you know you’re gonna play this 
day and you got a back-to-back coming up. It’s a lot of off the cuff. The 
last two games have been just OK. I think the team has a long way to go. 

“But we’re certainly going the right direction. We have great leaders on 
the team. This season is a lot of ebbs and flows, a lot of ups and downs, 
a lot of times you’re in the groove and feeling well then you might have to 
stop a bit. But the teams that are going to stay sharp, stay sharp day-in 
and day-out — and certainly coach Brind’Amour is going to do his best to 
do that — they’re going to be all the better for it. But the guys coming 
back (from COVID-19 protocol), that’s tough right? The first game you’re 
excited, on adrenaline and then you gotta play catchup a little bit. Once 
everyone plays catchup, we’re one of the best teams in the league.” 

Did you catch the transition from “the team” to “we?” 

The Athletic LOADED: 02.06.2021 
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Hurricanes vs. Blackhawks observations: Winning ugly, losing ugly, 
losing a goalie and more 
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By Sara Civian Feb 5, 2021  

 

Shall we kick things off with a quick vibe check? 

The Canes are 6-2-0 after matching their franchise-best 6-1-0 start from 
last season. They’re currently tied with the Panthers and Blackhawks at 
12 points, third-most in the one and only ~Discover~ Central Division. 
They were finding ways to win with five regulars out due to COVID-19 
protocol, then as expected, the majority of those guys returned rusty 
(Jaccob Slavin, Jordan Martinook and, sort of, Warren Foegele). The 
games have been thrilling and intense, but if we’re being honest, the 
Canes should’ve been more dominant in the past two. It finally caught up 
to them in the form of the penalty kill Thursday, when they gave up three 
power-play goals in the first period of what turned into a comeback, back-
and-forth loss to the Blackhawks. 

After Tuesday’s shootout win over the Blackhawks, coach Rod 
Brind’Amour said, “Today was not a good game for us. We’ll just leave it 
at that. We’ll take the win, for sure. We were good in spurts but not good 
enough, really. We got kind of fortunate tonight. Sometimes you have to 
win ugly games.” 

As shown on Thursday, sometimes you have to lose them, too. 

So, why didn’t the Hurricanes necessarily deserve all of those points? 
The penalty kill, as we mentioned, has to be the first target. Four of the 
nine Blackhawks goals this series came on the man advantage — make 
it four of seven by anyone not named “Patrick Kane,” and four of six 
minus Alex DeBrincat’s empty-netter. 

“It was a little bit of everything,” Brind’Amour said about the struggles on 
special teams. “We did have a 5-on-3 and we were doing a good job, and 
we had it on our stick and didn’t get it out. There you go. Then it’s in your 
net. And they’ve got obviously a world-class player out there that really 
controls the power play. You can’t give them second chances. It was a 
bunch of things. We weren’t aggressive enough, in my opinion. We just 
gave them too much time, and that’s death in this league.” 

The Canes started off great Thursday, with a Sebastian Aho goal less 
than a minute into the game, but allowing three power-play goals that 
period alone was probably not the move. It doesn’t matter that there was 
a bad call at that point. 

“We gave away the game in the first period,” Brind’Amour said. “When 
you can’t kill penalties, you’re not going to win. To me, it was special 
teams that lost it for us tonight.” 

The Canes also failed to capitalize on their own power play, going 0-for-4 
on Thursday. 

Dougie Hamilton: “Our power play was very bad. Our PK was very bad. 
It’s hard to win when you have those things.” 

Well said. 

In the same vein, the Canes just aren’t playing up to the elite defensive 
standard we’re used to. The good news is this seems fixable. Slavin has 
made some uncharacteristically weak plays since he returned from the 
COVID-19 protocol list, but his sluggishness — and the apparent 
sluggishness of the rest of the returnees except Jordan Staal — was to 
be expected. We’ll remember Slavin had one of the longest ironman 
streaks in Hurricanes history before he had to sit out due to COVID-19. 
He’s used to playing, and playing a lot of minutes at that, with a certain 
amount of consistency. 

“There’s such a high level that we expect out of them,” Brind’Amour said 
of those who returned from COVID-19 protocol. “When you sit around for 
10 days and then try to jump into an NHL game, it’s going to be hard. It’ll 
take them a little while to get up to speed, for sure. Having said that, our 
mental approach wasn’t right tonight. That wasn’t the way we’ve got to 

play. You saw it in spurts, but it’s got to be consistent to win in the NHL. It 
wasn’t there tonight.” 

Not for nothing, Thursday was the second time all season the Canes 
were outshot. 

All of this is far less concerning to me than all of the penalties in the long 
term, because it seems like it will just be a matter of time until the 
defense cleans it up, especially considering the Canes managed to 
squeeze a few points out of the series regardless. 

There are a few developments far more troubling than systems. The 
worst developments to come from these past few days in Canesland are 
the news that Petr Mrazek underwent surgery on his right thumb with a 
recovery timeline that’s not yet clear, and then this in the final seconds of 
Thursday’s loss: 

Brind’Amour had no postgame update on Necas, but you just absolutely 
hate to see this. We know former Hurricane Calvin de Haan isn’t a dirty 
player, and even though this was a clean hit, the way Necas falls is tough 
to watch. He’s been a top-five player on the Canes, in my opinion. He is 
getting checked out today, and we’ll likely know more in the coming days. 

OK, let’s talk about the goaltending situation. With Mrazek out for an 
unknown period of time, the Canes will be rolling out some distribution of 
time to James Reimer and Alex Nedeljkovic. I asked Brind’Amour what 
that might look like ahead of Tuesday’s game, and he kept it real. 

“I don’t know. I’m honestly focused on today. Reims is going today, then 
you can ask me again tomorrow,” he said. “There’s no point in planning it 
out because it’ll just change. I’m pretty sure you’ll see Ned get some 
games, I just don’t know when.” 

Fair enough. Reimer obviously ended up getting both starts. Up next, the 
Canes have the Blue Jackets on Sunday and Monday, then Dallas on 
Thursday and next Saturday. 

Before Thursday, Reimer was playing better than you might’ve realized. 
He was 16-2-2 in his past 20 starts with a 2.53 goals-against average, a 
.916 save percentage and two shutouts. He was had won his first four 
appearances of the season for the first time in his career and had 
become the fourth goaltender in franchise history to do that.  

It’s not like he was the reason for Thursday’s loss, and he has been the 
reason for a win or so this season. But your goalie has to be your best 
penalty killer, and Thursday’s rebound control left something to be 
desired. If you’re the Canes, you’re hoping he just shakes it off and 
continues his solid play. If you’re Nedeljkovic, you’re wondering if this is 
finally your chance. 

Nino Niederreiter is in beast mode. We’ve already given Vincent 
Trocheck credit for starting the season on a tear, both on the scoresheet 
and in the DJ booth, but Niederreiter is playing so well you’d think Paul 
Fenton just traded him for Victor Rask. I’ve mentioned how superstitious 
(and/or streaky) he tends to be a few times in the past, and he’s currently 
riding a very good wave. Four goals in eight games and a 16.7 shooting 
percentage. Why not? 

Another night, another milestone for Andrei Svechnikov. Svechnikov 
scored his 50th career goal Thursday, and he has six in eight games. 
Scariest part? I wouldn’t even say that was the most exciting aspect of 
his play throughout the series or the season. Some of the assists and the 
passes that didn’t quite make it to the assist column have been more 
impressive than the goals themselves. 

Even though the Canes need to find a balance between unsustainable 
hard work and relying on talent, it’s obviously a good thing that they have 
the talent to pull out wins in the first place. Svechnikov: six goals and 
nine points in eight games. Trocheck: five goals and seven points in eight 
games. Aho: two goals and eight points in eight games. 

Folks, it’s Dougie Hamilton assist SZN. Dougie Hamilton’s league-leading 
296-game shot streak came to a devastating end earlier in the season, 
but apparently that was not his final form. On that fateful night, he 
recorded a beautiful assist on a Svechnikov goal — foreshadowing a 
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long stay in apple city. He’s tied with Aho for the Hurricanes’ assist lead 
with six. 

The Quiznos saga. Only the Hurricanes’ marketing and social media 
team could turn a Twitter chirpfest into a donation to their charity from a 
sandwich shop I wasn’t even sure still existed. 

The background: The Rangers called the Canes out last season for 
allegedly copying their jerseys. The Canes, of course, clapped back. 

You bet the Hurricanes didn’t let anyone forget this when the Penguins 
dared to wear their Reverse Retros against the Rangers a few days ago. 

End scene. 
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Blue Jackets were flawed, but showed enough signs of progress to 
defeat Dallas 

 

Brian Hedger 

 

Blue Jackets forward Cam Atkinson (13) scored his 200th career goal, 
and eventual game-winner, on Thursday on a play he and his linemates 
came up with on the fly. 

The Blue Jackets’ 4-3 victory against the Dallas Stars on Thursday at 
Nationwide Arena was no thing of beauty, but it may have been a sign of 
progress. 

Most important, it put another two points in the bank for the Jackets. At 
this point, they’ll gladly take them, nearly a quarter of the way into a 56-
game season that already has included a blockbuster trade of their top 
center, a rushed training camp and no exhibition games to prepare. 

All things considered, the Blue Jackets could be a lot worse off than 
having a 5-4-3 record and 13 points (tied for the Central Division lead 
with Tampa Bay, which has played four fewer games) while searching for 
consistency. 

“We’re beginning to score some goals,” said coach John Tortorella, who 
chose his words carefully after another turbulent night. “We have a little 
bit of work to do in other areas of the game, but … to get a couple points 
here in regulation, we should feel good about that.” 

They had other accomplishments to feel good about, too. 

Cam Atkinson’s 200th NHL goal was the winner. Patrik Laine and 
hometown product Jack Roslovic scored their first goals since being 
traded to the Blue Jackets. Oliver Bjorkstrand had a goal and assist, and 
the Jackets blocked 18 shots in front of Joonas Korpisalo, whose 24 
saves were just good enough to win. 

Here are some takeaways: 

Prime Korpisalo 

Tortorella pulled Korpisalo on Tuesday after the Stars capitalized on 
power plays and sloppiness to put five goals past him in a 6-3 win. 

Thursday was supposed to be Elvis Merzlikins' turn to start, but an upper-
body injury that occurred in practice Wednesday landed him on the shelf. 
Korpisalo started instead, the first time either goalie has started 
consecutive games this season, and gave the Blue Jackets a 
performance they needed. 

Korpisalo stopped all 12 shots he faced in the first period, then made 
enough saves in the next two periods to keep his team in front. His final 
stop, against Alexander Radulov with 1:01 left, kept the Stars from tying it 
with their net empty and a 6-on-4 advantage during a power play. 

“When we make mistakes, he steps up,” Bjorkstrand said. 

Perfect planning  

Atkinson, Bjorkstrand and Roslovic hatched a plan to score a goal off a 
face-off in the third period and their execution was flawless on a 
milestone goal by Atkinson that put the Blue Jackets up 4-2.  

Roslovic won a draw back to Bjorkstrand, who looped around to the right 
wing, and his pass to Atkinson slid through defenseman Esa Lindell’s 
skates. Atkinson beat defenseman John Klingberg to the net, then 
backhanded a shot between goalie Anton Khudobin’s pads. 

“On the bench, Bjorky and I were laughing pretty good there,” Atkinson 
said. “It was just kind of ‘Around the World.’ Jack won the puck back and 
everything kind of worked itself out in a perfect sequence.”  

Laine does his thing  

As the Blue Jackets clung to a 2-1 lead, Laine showed why he’s such a 
prized commodity. 

Spotting Max Domi’s short chip over a couple of Stars players, Laine 
bulled his way through traffic and got to the puck for a backhand. His 
shot beat Khudobin on the far side. It was the 22-year-old forward’s 19th 
career goal against the Stars in the same number of games.  

“He’s trying to do too much and I think that’s just how he’s made – and I 
think that’s why he’s one of the best goal-scorers in the league,” 
Tortorella said. “He wants to push the limits, as far as what he’s going to 
do.”  

New perspective  

Riley Nash prevented two of the Stars' final three chances to tie the 
game with time running out in the third period and a 6-on-4 advantage on 
a late power play. The Blue Jackets center blocked two shots by 
Klingberg, a slapper with 43 seconds left and then a wrist shot with five 
seconds remaining.  

It was a prime example of selfless play, which the Blue Jackets have 
used to win a lot of games in recent years, and was a fitting way for Nash 
to return after becoming a father on Tuesday. 

“You’re no longer thinking about what (you) need to do or just little things 
during the day that I’m worried about myself,” Nash said of his son, 
Rhett. “Now it’s just, ‘What can I do to help this little guy? How is he 
feeling? Is something irritating him? How can I make him more 
comfortable?’ It just kind of does a complete 180 on your perspective of 
caring about other people and him more than myself.” 
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How Jamie Benn has unlocked new levels of scoring efficiency on Stars’ 
most productive line 

 

By Matthew DeFranks6:12 PM on Feb 5, 2021 CST 

 

As the Stars have suddenly turned into an offensive juggernaut, the cast 
of characters has plenty of heroes. 

There’s Joe Pavelski, the 36-year-old veteran piling up four-point games 
like it’s a decade ago. There’s John Klingberg, the wiry Swedish 
defenseman pivotal to both Dallas’ transition offense and power play 
production. There’s Alexander Radulov and Denis Gurianov, the Russian 
wingers on different parts of the goal-scoring/play-making spectrum. 

Amid the deep group in the season’s first month? Stars captain Jamie 
Benn. 
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Benn missed four games with a lower-body injury suffered in the season-
opener against Nashville, but has since returned with a vengeance, 
putting up three goals and three assists in the last three games. He had 
nine shots on goal and 16 shot attempts. 

On a line with Radulov and Pavelski, Benn has thrived as the trio has 
supplied offense for Dallas consistently in the young season. Stars coach 
Rick Bowness has preferred to keep Pavelski and Radulov together. With 
Pavelski’s finishing ability, combined with Radulov’s forechecking and 
possession game, the duo forms a danger in the offensive zone. 

Enter Benn. Benn and Pavelski have formed a chemistry finding each 
other in the offensive zone for scoring chances. Meanwhile, Benn and 
Radulov have done the grunt work, retrieving pucks along the boards. 

The line has been absolutely dominant at 5 on 5 so far. According the 
Natural Stat Trick, the Stars have massive advantages in shot attempts 
(34-13), shots on goal (16-4), scoring chances (16-2), high-danger 
chances (7-0), expected goals (1.73-0.21) and goals (3-0) with that trio 
on the ice. 

“You’re not going to break up the Benn-Pavelski-Radulov line that’s been 
carrying the team,” Bowness said. 

The line was most noticeable Tuesday night in Columbus, when it 
combined for nine points in a 6-3 Dallas win over the Blue Jackets. But it 
also produced Thursday against the Blue Jackets, with Radulov assisting 
on all three Stars goals, and the line grinding out a third-period goal by 
winning puck battles on the boards. 

While the outbursts by Pavelski and Radulov are obviously very welcome 
in Dallas, the authority of Benn so far has been promising. 

Benn had a strong postseason in the Edmonton bubble, but would be 
without his primary running mate for the first three months of the season, 
with Tyler Seguin sidelined due to offseason hip surgery. He turned 31 
last summer, and then got injured in the season’s first game. 

He’s only been the most prolific producer in the NHL this season — at 
least per 60 minutes at 5 on 5. Among forwards with at least 45 minutes 
of 5-on-5 ice time, Benn ranks first in both goals per hour (3.78) and 
points per hour (6.31). In fact, while a large chunk of the Stars’ offensive 
production has come on the power play (thanks Pavelski and Klingberg), 
all of Benn’s points have come at even-strength. 

It’s still premature to project what Benn’s strong start to the season 
means for the rest of his campaign. These three-game goal streaks are 
common for a player as skilled as Benn: twice in the playoffs last year, 
once in Nov. 2019, once in Nov. 2018 and once in Oct. 2018. Still, each 
of the last two seasons resulted in depressed production from the Stars 
captain. 

Nonetheless, the Stars will gladly accept Benn’s production, especially as 
part of a domineering top line. 

-- The Stars reassigned forward Jason Robertson to the taxi squad on 
Friday. Robertson played Thursday in Columbus, his first game in the 
lineup since Jan. 24 against Nashville. The move allows the Stars to pay 
him his AHL salary on the taxi squad instead of his NHL one on the 
active roster. 

The team can still recall him prior to Sunday’s game against Chicago. 
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Florida Panthers’ top line steps up again to close back-to-back vs 
Predators with win 

 

BY JORDAN MCPHERSON 

FEBRUARY 05, 2021 09:38 PM,  

 

To put it simply, the Florida Panthers were not pleased with how their 
performance on Thursday. A two goal lead vanished in the final two 
minutes of regulation and what looked like a surefire win over the 
Nashville Predators went by the wayside in overtime. 

“We weren’t happy with how things unraveled at the end of the game,” 
coach Joel Quenneville reflected a day later. 

His message to the team as they prepared for the second night of a 
back-to-back: “Let’s move past that. Let’s get incentivized by it. Let’s go 
out and have our best game.” 

The Panthers’ responded. The offense was aggressive. The defense had 
high energy (fueled by some chippiness that was mixed in). Goaltending 
was stellar. 

The final score at the BB&T Center on Friday: Panthers 2, Nashville 1. 

Florida (6-0-2) remains the only team in the NHL without a regulation loss 
this season. The Predators are now 5-6-0. 

“I think we’re working hard. It’s nice to get rewarded,” said forward Carter 
Verhaeghe, who scored the game-winner late in the second period. “It 
was a mental battle last night. We blew that one.” 

They didn’t blow it tonight. 

The Panthers rebounded from an early one-goal deficit by scoring twice 
in the second period and holding Nashville scoreless for the final 55:56. 

Chris Driedger stopped 24 of 25 shots that came his way to improve to 3-
0-1 in four starts. The only goal he gave up came 4:04 into the game, 
when the puck bounced off Colton Sissons’ skate after Dreidger blocked 
Sissons’ shot attempt and trickled into the net. 

Even with that one goal he allowed, Driedger has a .942 save percentage 
through four starts, giving up just seven goals in 120 shots against. 

“I feel good. I’m just trying to approach every game the same way,” 
Driedger said. “I’ve kind of gotten my routine down. Just making sure I’m 
keeping the same mindset. ... I’m just going to continue to do that and 
keep myself mentally focused.” 

Driedger held Nashville in check the rest of the night and gave his 
offense time to crack open the scoreboard. 

And it was only a matter of time before the Panthers found the back of 
the net on Friday night. They were firing shots early and often at 
Nashville Predators goaltender Pekka Rinne to no avail. 

Finally, over 10 minutes in the second period, the floodgates temporarily 
opened. 

It started with Aleksander Barkov just under six minutes into the second 
period. The Panthers’ captain took a feed from Verhaeghe that went past 
two Predators defenders and quickly let off a wrist shot from the left side 
of the net to tie the game. 

About 10 minutes later, with 4:29 left in the period, Verhaeghe gave the 
Panthers their first lead of the game with a snap shot after getting a 
return feed from Barkov. Defenseman MacKenzie Weegar started the 
play with a turnover in the neutral zone. Verhaeghe leads the Panthers 
with six goals through eight games. All six of his goals have come at 
even strength. 

Barkov and Verhaeghe, two-thirds of Florida’s top forward line that also 
features Anthony Duclair, have scored 10 of the Panthers’ 28 goals 
through the first eight games of the season. 

“Barky’s line,” Quenneville said, “has been standing out night in and night 
out.” 

ROSTER MOVES 
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Prior to Friday’s game, the Panthers loaned forward Aleksi Heponiemi to 
the Syracuse Crunch, their joint AHL affiliate with the Tampa Bay 
Lightning, and called up rookie Owen Tippett from the taxi squad. 

Heponiemi played on the Panthers’ fourth line the last three games and 
scored the game-winning overtime goal against the Detroit Red Wings on 
Saturday for his first career NHL goal. 

“There’s always a surprise or two in camp, and he’s clearly the guy that 
surprised us all with a great improvement in his overall game,” 
Quenneville said pregame. “We got him in a game, and he did so well he 
got a couple extra games out of it. It’s a good story. We want him playing. 
We feel he’s got the right instincts and can get a little stronger in some 
areas here. He’s got a real head for the game and good patience with the 
puck as well.” 

LINEUP CHANGES 

Tippett, who has been moved back and forth between the active roster 
and the taxi squad over the past week, returned to his normal third line 
right wing spot. 

By midway through the first period, he and Frank Vatrano had a new 
center to work with. 

Quenneville moved Eetu Luostarinen up to the second line with Jonathan 
Huberdeau and Patric Hornqvist and slid Alex Wennberg to the line with 
Vatrano and Tippett. 

Other lineup changes: 

▪ Vinnie Hinostroza, a scratch on Thursday, returned to the fourth line 
with center Juho Lammikko and winger Noel Acciari. 

▪ Defenseman Noah Juulsen made his Panthers debut. Quenneville 
mixed and matched the quartet of Juulsen, Anton Stralman, Radko 
Gudas and Keith Yandle throughout the game. Aaron Ekblad and 
MacKenzie Weegar remained the top defense pairing. 

▪ Forward Brett Connolly and defenseman Markus Nutivaara were the 
team’s scratches. 

Miami Herald LOADED: 02.06.2021 

1201760 Florida Panthers 

 

Panthers, behind Verhaeghe, Barkov, rebound vs. Predators to extend 
franchise-best start to eight games 

 

By RICK MENNING 

ASSOCIATED PRESS | 

FEB 05, 2021 AT 10:11 PM 

 

SUNRISE — Carter Verhaeghe had the go-ahead goal and an assist, 
and Aleksander Barkov also scored as the Florida Panthers defeated the 
Nashville Predators 2-1 on Friday night. 

Chris Driedger turned back 24 shots for Florida, which improved to 6-0-2, 
with the 14 points the most for the franchise after the first eight games of 
a season. 

Colton Sissons had the lone goal for the Predators, who split the two-
game series. Pekka Rinne had 34 saves for Nashville. 

Despite a season-high 20 shots in the first period, the Panthers were 
outworked early in their own zone and it proved costly. At the 4:04 mark, 
Sissons put the Predators ahead with his second goal this season. 

Sissons’ shot that trickled past the stick side of Driedger was one of only 
four in that period for Nashville, which withstood two aggressive Florida 
power plays resulting in 10 of the 20 shots that frame. 

[Popular in Sports] Bradley Beal committed to Wizards but with respect 
for Heat, Jimmy Butler, Bam Adebayo » 

The Predators applied plenty of pressure at the outset and set the tempo 
before Florida took charge with high-percentage chances in their 
offensive zone. However, Rinne was up to the challenge, limiting the 
Panthers’ ability to convert rebounds. 

Florida picked up the pace in the second period and, six minutes in, 
Florida captain Barkov provided the equalizer with his fourth goal off a 
perfect cross-ice feed from Carter Verhaeghe. 

Verhaeghe and Barkov worked their magic again at 15:31, this time with 
Verhaeghe finding an open net on the short side following a precision 
pass from Barkov for the 2-1 advantage. It was Verhaeghe’s team-
leading sixth goal in eight games. 

“We’re working hard,” said Verhaeghe, who is making the most of his 
opportunity after coming over from Tampa Bay. “It’s kind of nice, this 
whole team too, we’re clicking. It’s awesome. And the chemistry with me 
and Barky, too. He’s a great player.” 

Each team had nine shots in the second period, but it was the Panthers’ 
tenacious attack by its top line and winning puck battles in the neutral 
zone that made the difference. 

UP NEXT 

Panthers: Host Detroit Red Wings for two games, Sunday and Tuesday. 
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GameDay 8: Nashville Predators at Florida Panthers, Part II 

 

Published 17 hours ago on February 5, 2021By George Richards  

 

The Florida Panthers were disappointed following their late loss to the 
Nashville Predators on Thursday night. 

Lucky for them, there is no time to dwell on the defeat. 

Florida and Nashville go right back at it Friday night at 7, less than 24 
hours after the Preds rallied from a two-goal deficit in the final three 
minutes to beat the Panthers 6-5 in overtime. 

The loss, a game the Panthers had in hand, overshadowed the first NHL 
hat trick from Jonathan Huberdeau. 

Sasha Barkov’s goal in the second period also pulled him into sole 
possession of second place in franchise history with 158 goals scored. 
He had been tied with Scott Mellanby. 

Get daily, in-depth coverage of the Florida Panthers from George 
Richards by subscribing to Florida Hockey Now today! 

“It’s over,” coach Joel Quenneville said. “Let’s learn from it. We’ll wake up 
tomorrow and go over the game. This one is right around the corner. 
They are a good team, a fast team and things happen quickly. Let’s 
respond the right way.” 

The Panthers go into the game 5-0-2 as their seven-game point streak is 
the second-longest point streak to start a season in franchise history. 

It is the longest since the shootout-tiebreaker replaced ties in 2005-06. 
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The Panthers remain the only team in the league not to have lost a game 
in regulation this season. 

They hope to keep that going Friday with Detroit coming in for a two-
game set starting Sunday afternoon. 

While Sergei Bobrovsky started Thursday, Chris Driedger (2-0-1) will go 
Friday. 

Whether Quenneville changes up the lineup aside from that will likely be 
known by Friday evening when he speaks to the media. 

One thing we know is Aleksi Heponiemi will be out of the lineup. On 
Friday afternoon, he was sent to AHL Syracuse. Owen Tippett was called 
back from the taxi squad. 

It is possible defenseman Noah Juulsen finds his way into the lineup for 
the first time since being claimed off waivers from Montreal during 
training camp. 

If not Friday, he looks to get in against the Red Wings. 

This is Game 2 of a six-game homestand for the Panthers. 

Nashville Predators at Florida Panthers 

When: Friday, 7 p.m. 

Where: BB&T Center, Sunrise 

TV/Radio: FSF/560-AM 

Records/Standings: Florida 5-0-2 (T-3rd in Central); Nashville 5-5-0 (7th) 

All-time series: Florida leads 15-9-6 (3 ties) 

Season series: Nashville won opener 6-5 (OT) on Thursday 

Last season: Florida won both meetings (3-2, SO; 3-0) 

Up next: Detroit at Florida, Sunday, 3 p.m.; Tampa Bay at Nashville, 
Monday, 8 

PROJECTED FLORIDA PANTHERS LINES 

Florida forwards 

23 Carter Verhaeghe — 16 Sasha Barkov — 91 Anthony Duclair 

11 Jonathan Huberdeau — 21 Alex Wennberg — 70 Patric Hornqvist 

77 Frank Vatrano —27  Eetu Luostarinen — 10 Brett Connolly 

55 Noel Acciari — 83 Juho Lammikko — 74 Owen Tippett 

Florida defensemen 

52 MacKenzie Weegar — 5 Aaron Ekblad 

65 Markus Nutivaara — 6 Anton Stralman 

3 Keith Yandle — 7 Radko Gudas 

Florida goalies 

60 Chris Driedger 

72 Sergei Bobrovsky 

Likely scratches: D Noah Juulsen, F Vinnie Hinostroza 

Taxi squad: D Kevin Connauton, F Ryan Lomberg, F Mason Marchment, 
G Philippe Desrosiers. 

IR: D Gustav Forsling (upper body) 

Florida power play (9/23, 39.1% — 3rd in NHL) 

Florida penalty kill (19/25 76% — 22nd in NHL) 

PP1: Sasha Barkov, Jonathan Huberdeau, Patric Hornqvist, Aaron 
Ekblad, Keith Yandle 

PP2: Alex Wennberg, Frank Vatrano, Anthony Duclair, Carter 
Verhaeghe, Anton Stralman 

PROJECTED NASHVILLE PREDATORS LINES 

Nashville forwards 

21 Nick Cousins — 92 Ryan Johansen — 33 Viktor Arvidsson 

9 Filip Forsberg — 95 Matt Duchene — 64 Mikael Granlund 

32 Yakov Trenin — 10 Colton Sissons — 28 Eeli Tolvanen 

23 Rocco Grimaldi — 56 Erik Haula — 25 Mathieu Olivier 

Nashville defensemen 

59 Roman Josi — 4 Ryan Ellis 

14 Mattias Ekholm — 57 Dante Fabbro 

24 Jarred Tinordi — 5 Matt Benning 

Nashville goalies 

35 Pekka Rinne 

74 Jusse Saros 

Nashville power play (6/40 15% — 21st in NHL) 

Nashville penalty kill (26/41 63.4% — 31st in NHL) 

PP1: Nick Cousins, Ryan Johansen, Filip Forsberg, Ryan Ellis, Roman 
Josi 

PP2: Eeli Tolvanen, Matt Duchene, Viktor Arvidsson, Dante Fabbro, 
Mikael Granlund 
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The Athletic / Duhatschek notebook: Team Canada and analytics, Tim 
Stützle and Patrick Kane 

 

By Eric Duhatschek Feb 5, 2021 

 

The collision of hockey analytics with the “eye test” came to an 
unexpected head twice Wednesday morning, when two events occurred, 
almost simultaneously, on Zoom, the modern-day media scrum. What fun 
that was! 

First, Canada’s men’s Olympic hockey team held a press conference to 
unveil its management team for the 2022 Winter Olympics in Beijing. Just 
as that availability was wrapping up, Jets’ coach Paul Maurice took to the 
podium in Winnipeg and began an impassioned defense of his captain, 
Blake Wheeler, and did so, partly by taking on the conclusions registered 
by some in the analytics community. 

It was all great theater and it all began when the subject of analytics was 
broached with Canada’s newly appointed general manager Doug 
Armstrong — and how much of a factor they would play in selecting the 
2022 men’s Olympic team. Armstrong was part of the managerial group 
back in 2014 — or the last time the NHL competed in the Olympics — 
back when Steve Yzerman was running the show. Lots has changed in 
hockey evaluations since then, which raised a two-part question: How 
much did analytics play into the selection process back then; and will 
analytics play a greater role going forward? 

Armstrong began by noting that managers such as himself, were “all 
getting comfortable with analytics and how we use them. I know, in the 
St. Louis Blues’ organization, we have a department that’s analytics-
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driven — and they provide us with things after every period and every 
game. I think you want to use those as a guideline to maybe open up 
your mind to things that maybe your eyes aren’t seeing that allows you to 
see things differently.” 

But after that caveat, Armstrong went on the explain that the process 
ultimately wouldn’t change much from 2014. 

“Maybe I’m showing my age here a little bit,” continued Armstrong, “but 
we’re going to rely mostly on our eyes to watch these players and do it 
the old-fashioned way: Pick up the phone; and talk to the people who 
work with these guys.” 

As someone who also considers himself a little old-school, I had no 
issues with his take — but it will be interesting, in the final analysis, to 
see if analytics will override the eye test when it comes to such polarizing 
talents as the Los Angeles Kings’ Drew Doughty. In projecting the 2022 
Canadian roster, three of us here at The Athletic all chose Doughty, 
knowing full well that some on social media would eviscerate us for that 
selection. 

In the Olympics, the ability to rise to the moment will be of paramount 
importance. Some players — no matter how talented — shrink from the 
challenge, and struggle when faced with the task of playing best-on-best. 
Doughty’s pure, unadulterated confidence in himself — and his ability to 
play against elite opponents — will count heavily in his favor. 

In 2002, both Yzerman and Mario Lemieux were only shadows of their 
elite former selves because of injury and wear-and-tear, but their 
presence, and dogged work ethic, were prized by a Canadian 
management team, then led by Wayne Gretzky. 

Youth will be served on the next iteration of Canada’s Olympic squad, 
Armstrong promised, but that was mostly seen as a reference to Connor 
McDavid and Nathan MacKinnon, players who didn’t qualify for Canada’s 
2016 World Cup roster because they’d been detoured over to Team 
North America. 

It’ll be eight years between Olympics for NHLers. Naturally, there will be 
a changing of the guard. There has to be. And while no one’s spot is 
guaranteed, you can be sure that if McDavid and MacKinnon are healthy, 
they will be two of the centerpieces of the forward collection. 

The defense will sort itself out and while Roberto Luongo — who along 
with Don Sweeney, Ken Holland, Ron Francis and Hockey Canada’s 
Scott Salmond, comprise the full managerial team — kept insisting that 
he wasn’t only there to help select the goaltenders, but you can be sure, 
they’ll defer to him in the end. 

As Luongo noted, he played with some of the candidates and knows 
most of them. That’ll be key — to see who, from among Carey Price, 
Jordan Binnington, and a few others — make the final cut in goal. 

Curiously, analytics were on my mind when Maurice’s now heavily 
publicized Zoom moment occurred, which began with his assertion that: 
“You’ll do your deep dives and your analytics and gad, they do a 
horseshit job of telling you what five guys do.” 

It was a stop-you-in-your-tracks moment — and got a lot of attention 
because it wasn’t just the usual dull pablum that spills out of some of 
these availabilities. Maurice did what many an experienced coach will do 
— he parried a question about Wheeler’s overall play in five-on-five 
situations into an analysis of a single goal surrendered in a game against 
Calgary, which he blamed on an unnamed backchecker (Kyle Connor) 
who missed an assignment on the play. That was the reference to five 
guys — not the burger chain — but to the fact that at the NHL level, play 
is so choreographed that one wrong read can mess up everybody else’s 
assignment. It’s almost become akin to a Broadway show — if one 
member of the chorus is slightly out of step, it ruins the whole effect. 

Maurice is just so crafty. He has coached 1,611 NHL regular-season 
games, fourth-most in history; and is seventh all-time in wins (739), one 
behind the Devils’ Lindy Ruff. 

You don’t last that long in a volatile profession without understanding and 
digesting the playbook of the many coaching greats that came before 
you. Mike Keenan was exceptional at sending messages through the 
media; as was Bob Johnson. Scotty Bowman practically invented 
messaging. Bowman’s theory was: Always give the media a bone to 
wrestle over; because if you didn’t, they might actually try to uncover 
actual news. And if you can focus the attention on yourself rather than 
your team, it gives your players time to sort out whatever happens to be 
ailing their games at the moment. 

Let’s not lose sight of one pertinent fact: As of Friday, the NHL was 23 
days into a new season that began with a shortened training camp and 
zero exhibition games. Not everybody was going to come flying out of the 
gate. 

Here’s the other part of the back-and-forth between Maurice and the 
media that was so interesting. Without anyone actually suggesting it, 
Maurice maintained his stance wasn’t so much about being “protective of 
Blake Wheeler. I’m more protective of the Winnipeg Jets. You get a guy 
in your town, who plays that hard, and is such a fine leader and a fine 
man, let’s be careful. If his plus-minus number isn’t what you want … 
He’s prorated out at 88 points, man. We’re 10 games in, we’re 6-3-1, and 
you’re beaking my captain. I’m offended by it.” 

The Jets subsequently defeated the Calgary Flames on Thursday night 
to move to 7-3-1, good for third place in the North Division. 

What to make of it all? 

Every year, a handful of younger managers and coaches enter the NHL, 
most of whom have a greater appreciation for analytics than the 
generation that came before. Francis, the new GM in Seattle, is fully 
immersed in analytics in his new NHL placement. 

The one quality that young and old share when parsing through the 
statistics — simple and advanced — is they almost always lean on two: 

Who won the game? 

And where is the team in the standings? 

This is professional sport. In the end, results are the only thing that really 
matter. No seat will be hotter than the one Armstrong will occupy when 
the selection process of Canada’s men’s Olympic team gets closer to the 
finish line, likely in December. In all likelihood, some of the choices will 
be at odds with those who rely heavily on spreadsheets for their 
evaluations. Who’ll be right? Who knows? But they understand, as 
Maurice does with Wheeler, that sometimes a players’ intangible 
contributions matter greatly — even if they can be difficult to quantify. 

Three-point games everywhere 

In a season when all NHL games are being played within four divisions, 
and thus become the ubiquitous “four-pointers,” regulation wins are far 
more valuable than ever before because if you earn the two points in 
regulation, it means a team you’re competing with for a playoff spot earns 
zero. As soon as you get to overtime or the shootout, teams are dividing 
three points, which makes it harder to get separation in the standings. 

On the one hand, you’d think there’d be an increased urgency to polish a 
team off in regulation as a result. 

The reality is something altogether different, for now anyway. Through 
the first 157 games of the 2020-21 season, a disproportionate number of 
games are going to overtime — 27.4 per cent thus far, according to NHL 
Stats and Information — which puts the league on pace for the highest 
percentage of games going to overtime and/or the shootout since the 
shootout was introduced in 2005-06. 

Percentage of games requiring overtime 

2020-21 

157 

43 
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27.4 

2014-15 

157 

42 

26.8 

2008-09 

157 

42 

26.8 

2018-19 

157 

37 

23.6 

2012-13 

157 

37 

23.6 

2009-10 

157 

37 

23.6 

2006-07 

157 

37 

23.6 

2019-20 

157 

35 

22.3 

2016-17 

157 

35 

22.3 

2011-12 

157 

34 

21.7 

2013-14 

157 

33 

21 

2010-11 

157 

33 

21 

2017-18 

157 

32 

20.4 

2015-16 

157 

31 

19.7 

2005-06 

157 

31 

19.7 

2007-08 

157 

23 

14.6 

So, what gives? 

Are teams more conservative in the end, trying to secure their single 
point when a game is tied and going down to the wire? Or is it just a 
statistical anomaly that will eventually flatten out as the season moves 
along? 

The average did dip slightly on Thursday, so it may well be the latter. 

Of the eight games on the schedule, only the Nashville-Florida game 
went to extra time — but that was a fabulous illustration of the profound 
impact a late rally can have on a game. Florida was leading 5-3 late; 
gave up the fourth goal; challenged the goal; lost the challenge; and the 
Predators — given a power-play opportunity as a result of the failed 
challenge — tied the game in regulation and then won in overtime. 

What looked like a sure two points for Florida was reduced to one; while 
Nashville – which was threatening to drift to the bottom of the Central 
Division – got a much-needed two points. 

It was a game that featured five-point performances from both the 
Panthers’ Jonathan Huberdeau and the Predators’ Filip Forsberg, only 
the third time in the past 30 years that two players traded five-point nights 
in the same game. (The other two: Mark Recchi and Jarome Iginla, in a 
Tampa-Calgary game 2009; and Yzerman and Luc Robitaille in a Detroit-
L.A. game in 1993). 

Thursday’s games had a crazy amount of offence — averaging 7.6 goals 
per game. Alex Ovechkin scored his 709th goal, to push ahead of Mike 
Gartner on the all-time goal-scoring list. Next in line for Ovechkin: Phil 
Esposito, at 717. Toronto’s ageless Jason Spezza contributed an 
unexpected hat trick to the Maple Leafs’ cause. 

But of all the performances I saw, the one that really jumped out for me 
was that of Chicago’s Patrick Kane, who contributed a four-point night in 
the Blackhawks’ victory over Carolina; and is now tied for fourth in the 
NHL scoring race. 

Kane was able 

Kane stepped into the NHL in 2007-08 after being the first choice in the 
2007 entry draft. Since then, he’s played with so many different centers 
of such varying ability — and the one common thread is how much better 
they all look when Kane is on the wing, as opposed to anyone else. 
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This year, he’s playing with Philipp Kurashev at the moment, but 
previously, had Pius Suter there and also has had some moments with 
Dylan Strome. It was supposed to be promising Kirby Dach, but then 
Dach got injured in the world juniors, and so far, we’ve seen no sign of 
Jonathan Toews, who remains out of the Blackhawks’ lineup indefinitely. 

And yet, there’s Kane, with 15 points, and looking dynamic on virtually 
every shift. At the start of the season, I had a question in one of my 
mailbags, asking: Who did I see as a longshot to win MVP? To answer, I 
felt I had to turn to the official betting odds because that’s really the only 
way to distinguish what actually constitutes a long shot, right? 

Kane, who won the Hart Trophy in 2016, was listed as 50-1, so I picked 
him — for a lot of the reasons outlined above. If Kane were to elevate his 
team, with its inexperienced goaltending and its issues at center, into an 
actual playoff spot, then he’d have to get strong consideration, given that 
the definition of the Hart trophy is “most valuable to his team.” 

Probably around this time next week, I’ll do a longer look at the MVP race 
one month into the season. But spoiler alert: Kane will likely be in the 
conversation and maybe even at the top of the list. The Blackhawks are 
officially 4-4-4 in the Central Division, and while they remain a playoff 
longshot given how good Tampa Bay, Carolina and Dallas look, it’s an 
impressive start for the team — and a really impressive start for a player 
who turned 32 back in November; and shows no signs of slippage at all. 

Tim Stützle postscript 

Thinking about Kane’s draft year also got me thinking about Tim Stützle, 
the Ottawa rookie, just because Stützle’s size and skill level were 
compared to Kane, prior to the Senators selecting him third in the 2020 
entry draft. 

Back when Kane went first in 2007, there was some trepidation about his 
size (5-foot-10, 163 pounds is how he was listed in the NHL’s official 
guide and record book for that season). The official NHL photo shows 
Kane standing between Kyle Turris, No. 3 to the Coyotes, and James 
Van Riemsdyk, No. 2 to Philadelphia, and the difference in their 
respective heights jumps out at you. 

But Chicago had taken Toews in 2006 at No. 3 and so were not as 
fixated on position — center as opposed to wing — as teams are today. 
History of course tells you exactly who was right and who was wrong. 
Five players taken in the first round that year didn’t play at all in the NHL. 
A handful of others had NHL cameos. Jamie Benn was the steal of the 
draft at 129. 

But the decision by Chicago to go with Kane at that spot at that particular 
time signaled a new willingness by teams to invest in the smaller, skilled 
forward. It doesn’t always govern thinking — but I would argue that 
Stützle doesn’t go third if the likes of Patrick Kane, Johnny Gaudreau and 
Mitch Marner didn’t open up the door first. Stützle had a three-point night 
on Thursday. Assessing how the 2020 draft played out will take years to 
sort out, but Stützle is off on the right foot; and it is interesting how 
sometimes, the consolation prizes in these draft lotteries — Brady 
Tkachuk (fourth, 2018) Cale Makar (fourth, 2017) sometimes work out 
unexpectedly well in the end. 
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The Athletic / Luszczyszyn: Connor McDavid and Leon Draisaitl have put 
themselves in a new tier 

 

By Dom Luszczyszyn Feb 5, 2021  

 

It’s the answer to a classic SAT-style word analogy: Connor McDavid is 
to Sidney Crosby as Leon Draisaitl is to Evgeni Malkin. 

Each of these dominant-down-the-middle one-two punches features one 
player widely considered to be transcendent, the best player in the world, 
and a second considered the sidekick, a dazzling top-five player capable 
of looking just as good on many nights. Of course, McDavid has been 
compared to Crosby — as The Next One — since before he even 
entered the league, and it’s only fitting that Draisaitl would get the Malkin 
treatment as McDavid’s accomplice. 

Stylistically, the duos are obviously different, especially McDavid and 
Crosby, but the total value they bring isn’t far off. 

That’s been particularly true this season, when McDavid and Draisaitl 
have dominated the North Division, torching nearly every team in their 
path en route to a truly exceptional start. Through 12 games, the two lead 
the league by a wide margin in most offensive categories and have put 
up strong numbers at five-on-five. McDavid has 24 points and is earning 
a dominant expected goals percentage (61 percent), and Draisaitl has 22 
points and is looking even stronger by actual goals percentage (93 
percent). It’s why by total Game Score Value Added, they rank first and 
second this season. 

Statistics and ranks are through Wednesday night’s games, via Evolving 
Hockey.  

In just 12 games, the duo has both been worth just over one win each, 
according to our model, an absurd seven-win pace over an 82-game 
season. That the two have been so strong to start isn’t so surprising, 
given that they both have a Hart Trophy under their belts, but even those 
award-winning seasons pale in comparison with how the duo has looked 
to start this one. It’s obviously easier to look this good over 12 games 
than to do so over 82, but this still feels like an entirely new level. It’s 
arguably the best hockey either has played. 

It’s been enough to drastically boost each player’s current true talent 
projection, a major point of contention before the season started. 
McDavid started the season at 4.48 wins, the second-highest in the 
league, which was obviously one spot too low for the best player in the 
world. After 12 games, he’s up 0.67 wins to 5.15, in a “tier of his own,” 
where he belongs. Draisaitl was eighth coming in at 3.91 wins, arguably 
too low for the reigning Hart Trophy winner. He’s jumped 0.64 wins to 
4.55 wins, good for fourth in the league behind only McDavid, David 
Pastrnak and Nathan MacKinnon. And, yes, he’s now ahead of Auston 
Matthews for those who still believe the model had some sort of bias 
there. 

The reason both started lower was legitimate at the time. Their defensive 
results were suspect enough to question their overall contributions. Both 
players barely outscored opposing teams at five-on-five last season, and 
their play-driving impacts reinforced that, so you had to consider just how 
important all those points were. Now? Those issues have mostly been 
squashed, and it’s noticeable how much stronger both players look as a 
result. 

The takeaway from the model’s projected output at the time was that 
both superstars still had another gear in them. We’re seeing that play out 
this season. 

McDavid, in particular, has been an unstoppable force on a nightly basis, 
and that manifests in his godlike expected goals numbers. When the 
analytics crowd said “we expect more from the best player in the world,” 
this is what they meant, and though it hasn’t worked out as much in 
outscoring opponents, that will regress soon. The fact that McDavid has 
looked this good and has arguably been unlucky at five-on-five is a scary 
thought. It sure looks that way with the number of chances he’s able to 
create on a nightly basis. 

Draisaitl has been a lot more fortunate at five-on-five (his expected goals 
percentage of 48 percent significantly trails his actual output), but with 
someone of his talent level playing secondary minutes, outscoring the 
expectations shouldn’t be surprising — although maybe not to this high of 
a degree. 
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Relative to teammates, both players have seen drastic improvements to 
their defensive numbers too, and that’s a very welcome sign for this 
season. Last year, the Oilers gave up 0.41 more expected goals against 
per 60 with McDavid on the ice and 0.29 with Draisaitl. This year, they’re 
allowing 0.32 fewer with McDavid and are even with Draisaitl. That’s a 
huge difference. The big story is obviously the duo’s point totals with a 
164- and 150-point 82-game pace being past the threshold of caring 
about expected goals, but it’s still a strong development toward both 
looking like more complete players. The offence is arguably even more 
dominant as a result. 

That brings us back to the Crosby-Malkin comparison.  

At their recorded peaks between 2009 (the earliest season for projected 
GSVA unfortunately, the peak likely goes back further) and 2015, Crosby 
was generally projected to be worth around five wins, give or take, with a 
peak of 6.3 wins after the 2012-13 season. Malkin was generally 
projected to be worth about four wins with a peak of 4.4 wins in 2013-13. 
On average, my model figured both would deliver just over nine wins of 
value, with a peak of 10.7 in 2012-13. As it stands right now, McDavid 
and Draisaitl are projected to be worth a combined 9.7 wins, the third 
highest for a duo since 2009-10 and right above five different Crosby and 
Malkin seasons. 

The comparison to Pittsburgh’s elite duo is made for good reason: The 
Edmonton duo is currently on the same level. In fact, it might be even 
higher, and that’s on Draisaitl, whose current projection of 4.6 wins is 
higher than Malkin has been in any season. After all those years of 
people questioning whether Draisaitl can legitimately be the Malkin to 
McDavid’s Crosby, he might be even better. On the chart above, Draisaitl 
is the best second fiddle of the last decade.  

It’s worth noting that the different scoring environments the duos have 
existed in may underrate Crosby-Malkin, as is the fact that Draisaitl has 
spent a lot more time at five-on-five with McDavid than Malkin ever did 
with Crosby. Still, in terms of career trajectories, the paths project to be 
markedly similar.  

Everyone knows how good McDavid is or can be, but with Draisaitl there 
has always been some sort of doubt, a question mark, a nitpick. He has 
consistently proved any doubter wrong. He is the real deal. It’s fueled him 
to be even better with every passing year, a rocket-like path from his 
humble first season to his current path. 

In 2014-15, at 19 years old, he had to prove he was even NHL-calibre 
after a disappointing season for a third overall pick.  

He did that in 2015-16 with a breakout sophomore season. But now he 
had to prove he wasn’t just a product of Taylor Hall. He did that too, 
scoring 77 points in 2016-17, the season after Hall was traded. 

In 2018-19 he scored 50 goals in 82 games on just 231 shots, a 21.6 
percent shooting percentage. Now he had to prove he could keep that 
up, that it wasn’t just a flash-in-the-pan season. He did that in 2019-20 by 
having an even better season, scoring at a 50-goal pace once again and 
adding an absurd assist total to lead the league in points. There were 
questions going into that season as to how much he benefitted from 
playing on a line with McDavid, but he squashed that in the second half 
of the year, scoring just as many points manning his own line. And now 
his scoring dominance that has continued into the 2020-21 season. 

That leaves his defence as the final concern, and Draisaitl seems to be 
quieting any doubt there as well. It’s been amazing to witness this 
season, in which opponents have only scored 0.4 goals-per-60 against 
him. He can thank his goalies for that, but the defensive improvement 
mentioned before with his expected totals is still noteworthy. And that’s 
without the benefit of Ryan Nugent-Hopkins by his side. 

McDavid has that same gene, and we’re likely in store for his best 
season after an offseason of questioning whether he was still the best 
player in the world. There’s no doubt the Nathan MacKinnon hype and 
McDavid’s own teammate winning MVP the year prior lived rent free in 

his head going into the 2020-21 season, and that only served as 
motivation. This is the result: the best version of McDavid we’ve seen yet.  

Combine that with the best version of Draisaitl we’ve seen, and it makes 
for a duo that should terrorize the rest of the North Division for the rest of 
the season. That the Oilers are only 6-6-0 is on the rest of the team 
struggling, not on their twin superstars who have played as spectacularly 
as any duo could over a 12-game stretch. 

And here’s the proof of that. 

I went back through every combined 12-game set since 2007-08 for 
Crosby and Malkin, noting their combined total Game Score. Crosby has 
had better 12-game sets than McDavid’s current 25.9 total. Malkin has 
had better 12-game sets than Draisaitl’s current 23.9 total. But never 
have the duo been running as hot at the same as the Oilers duo currently 
is, with a combined total Game Score of 49.8. The best the Penguins duo 
has done is 47.8. 

Each dot represents one 12-game segment for Pittsburgh, and its 
position on the chart reflects how strong Crosby and Malkin were during 
that segment. Farther to the right means Crosby played well, farther up 
means Malkin played well, and the top right means both players played 
well. The closer to the top-right corner, the better, and that’s where 
McDavid and Draisaitl’s 12-game start lands: better than any 12 games 
Crosby and Malkin have played together. 

That’s by Game Score’s standards, anyway. And it’s important to note 
that the scoring eras are different, not to mention the quality of 
competition in the North, where defence is optional and there are a lot of 
games against the Senators. 

Still, that should in no way take away from how special McDavid and 
Draisaitl have been to start the season, playing like the best two players 
in the world.  

It’ll be hard to keep up numbers like these over a full season, but it’s 
evident both players have brought their very best. Though Edmonton’s 
current record doesn’t reflect it, the Oilers are a team to fear as long as 
McDavid and Draisaitl continue rolling. 
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The Athletic / Projecting the 2022 Russia Olympic hockey roster 

 

By Max Bultman and Corey Pronman Feb 5, 2021 

 

The 2022 Winter Olympic Games are just a year away and to celebrate, 
we’re projecting what the rosters for the major teams might look like in 
Beijing.  

In 2004, Alexander Ovechkin and Evgeni Malkin made history by 
becoming the first Russians ever picked first and second overall in the 
same NHL Draft. 

In the nearly 17 years since they’ve done everything possible to show 
why. Each has won the Stanley Cup and the Conn Smythe Trophy to go 
with it. Both have won league MVPs and led the NHL in scoring. They’re 
now legends of the sport — two of the greatest hockey players ever, 
period, let alone greatest Russians. 

One thing neither has, though, as they approach the later stages of their 
careers? An Olympic medal. 

Both represented Russia at the 2006, 2010 and 2014 Olympics, only to 
fall short of the medals. In 2018, when the Olympic Athletes of Russia 
took home gold, it was at an event devoid of current NHL players. 
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In 2014, before Ovechkin and the Capitals won the 2018 Stanley Cup, 
the Washington captain was asked whether the gold or the Cup was 
more important. 

“I think they are two different categories,” he told USA Today. “With 
Stanley Cup, you play for team. With Olympics, you play for country.” 

Make no mistake: Ovechkin’s and Malkin’s legacies are as cemented as 
it gets. But with NHLers slated to return to the Olympic stage one year 
from now, pending logistical agreements between the NHL and IOC, and 
a strong pool of Russian talent behind the generational stars, the 2022 
games are shaping up as a major chance to take home that one final 
piece of hardware for Ovechkin, 35, and Malkin, 34. 

So, how might the Russian 25-man roster around them look for 2022? 
Here’s our one-year-out projection. 

The star power at the top of Russia’s lineup jumps off the page: 
Ovechkin, Malkin, Artemi Panarin and Nikita Kucherov are as dangerous 
as any quartet in the world and Andrei Svechnikov is one of the top 
young forwards in the game. Finding the right combinations to deploy 
those five is a puzzle with few, if any, wrong answers. 

But for now, how about starting Panarin, Malkin and Kucherov together? 
That leaves Ovechkin opposite Svechnikov, who certainly has the 
offensive pedigree to play with the Capitals star, but also has the size 
and strength to win battles in hard areas of the ice, too. The two may 
need to clear the air from their 2019 playoff fight, but it will have been 
nearly three years since the fight by the time these Olympics roll around. 
And together they would form an absolute force of a winger-combo. 

If there’s a hole on this roster, it’s down the middle. With Evgeny 
Kuznetsov suspended for violating the World Anti-Doping Code, the 
center depth behind Malkin is extremely thin. Here, Artem Anisimov is the 
next man up, getting himself a prime role on the Ovechkin line. But after 
that… where do you go? 

Detroit’s Vladislav Namestnikov has played some center. St. Louis’ Ivan 
Barbashev would be an option. But this is Team Russia we’re talking 
about, so it’s worth noting that the NHL isn’t the only player pool we’re 
picking from. In 2014, nine players on Russia’s Olympic roster came from 
the KHL. So, how about looking there to round out the center group, with 
KHL leading scorer Vadim Shipachyov on line three, as well as CSKA 
captain Sergei Andronov on the fourth line. Andronov, in particular, could 
be counted on for some big late-game faceoffs — he’s currently sitting 
above 57 percent on draws for the fifth season running. 

On the wings, Denis Gurianov and early Calder Trophy contender Kirill 
Kaprizov give Russia strong young depth beyond those star-studded top 
two lines. 

But at the bottom of the lineup, someone’s going to have to kill penalties 
and play a matchup role for this team, which is where Ilya Mikheyev and 
Barbashev (who moves off the middle here) come in to play. Gurianov or 
maybe even Svechnikov could pick up some of those duties in a pinch, 
but players like Barbashev and Mikheyev will ultimately be counted on to 
handle the toughest defensive situations, bringing that key element to 
this lineup. That’s why a player as talented as Vladimir Tarasenko finds 
himself as an extra in this configuration — albeit one who could easily 
slot into a top-nine or even top-six role for this group, if needed. 

The other extra spot among forwards, for this projection, goes to Ufa 
pivot Alexander Kadeykin. He’ll be an unfamiliar name compared to 
these others, and he doesn’t maximize this team’s scoring potential 
compared to some of the names left off. But considering the overall pool 
of centers, more depth at the most important forward spot might be more 
important than loading up even further on offensive wings. 

On defense, meanwhile, it’s a solid group up and down, with Ivan 
Provorov and Mikhail Sergachev as the young headliners and the 
Montreal rookie Alex Romanov an up-and-comer. Dmitry Orlov and 
Vladislav Gavrikov will steady that group, while also bringing the 
perspective gained from Gavrikov’s 2018 Olympic run and Orlov’s 
Stanley Cup experience that same year. Nikita Zaitsev and Nikita 

Zadorov give them depth, and Alex Alexeyev, the Capitals’ first-round 
pick from 2018, gets the nod as extra, too, amid a strong first season in 
the KHL. It’s more left-handed shots than would be ideal. But you go with 
the best guys you have. 

Where this team is deepest, however, is in goal. Russia is going to wind 
up cutting some high-level goaltenders from this team, and there’s 
certainly room for the bottom of this projection to change, depending on 
how the next year goes for Sergei Bobrovsky and up-and-comers Ilya 
Sorokin and Ilya Samsonov. 

Andrei Vasilevskiy might be the game’s best netminder, though, and he 
should give Russia a chance to beat anybody in the tournament on the 
right night. Semyon Varlamov feels perpetually underrated, and turned in 
a solid .911 save percentage for Russia at the 2014 games. Igor 
Shesterkin is the young riser, and his inclusion here is a testament to an 
outstanding start to his NHL career. There could be big things in store for 
him. 

Like any Olympic roster, though, this one has its share of very good 
players being snubbed. Some big-time scorers missed this cut, with 
Alexander Radulov, Evgenii Dadonov and Nikita Gusev all on the outside 
looking in, despite strong cases to make the team. Radulov, at 34, is still 
a high-end offensive player in the NHL, and he had 6 points in 5 games 
for Russia in his last Olympic appearance. Dadonov’s off to a slow start 
in Ottawa, but he’s not far removed from a 70-point season in 2018-19. 
Gusev put up two points per game for Russia at the 2018 Olympics. 

Meanwhile Bobrovksy, despite hitting a downturn since signing with the 
Panthers in 2019, has long been a top NHL goaltender and was rock 
solid at the 2014 Games, too. 

Any of them could make this group, and it would be hard to argue against 
it if they do. Heck, in a year’s time, maybe Canucks top prospect Vasili 
Podkolzin could even work himself into the picture as a down lineup 
winger. 

But in the interest of a well-rounded roster for a short tournament with 
little margin, this feels like a good 25 to start with. — Max Bultman 

With Kuznetsov’s suspension, Russia is in trouble at center. Mikhail 
Grigorenko hasn’t been a full-time center in a few years, but he could 
play it competently and that could be enough to be the third line center 
for this group. 

In a pure depth chart, I would want Svechnikov and Tarasenko over 
Kaprizov on line two, but Kaprizov and Ovechkin played together at the 
2019 World Championships and Svech/Tara together would support 
Grigorenko. 

There were some very good wingers who needed to be cut. Dadonov, 
Pavel Buchnevich, Radulov, in particular, come to mind in the name of 
some balance in the lineup even if that’s a concept I’m not entirely thrilled 
about. 

Barbashev and Mikheyev are proven PKers, Grigorenko killed penalties 
at the 2019 worlds for Russia and Anisimov could be okay in that role. It’s 
not a great group for the PK but they could get the job done. You could 
twist Gurianov’s arm if there’s an injury to use his speed to play that way. 

I didn’t love bringing Shipachyov due to his lack of speed, but Russia has 
no center depth, he has a lot of talent and felt like the next man up. 
Andronov and Kadeykin, as Max brought, I think just don’t have enough 
skill to justify their slot on a team like this. 

You’d ideally like to bring a more well-rounded player as the second 
extra, but I can’t see Russia leaving Gusev at home after how great he’s 
been for them in recent international tournaments. 

Everyone I talk to in hockey thought Russia’s management group, which 
is largely SKA St. Petersburg’s management group, will find a way to 
squeeze an SKA player in there like Columbus prospect Kirill Marchenko 
but I don’t see an argument he would be ready for this level. Also with 
guys like Panarin, Gusev, Shesterkin, Gavrikov etc. they more than tick 
the SKA box with this roster. 
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I don’t have much disagreement with Max on the defense corps. 
Romanov has transitioned to the NHL very well, and by the time next 
winter rolls around I think he’ll be asserting as a top-four defenseman for 
this team due to having more offense than a player such as Gavrikov. 

Alexeyev has had an impressive season in the KHL and he’s a 
reasonable candidate, but Nikita Nesterov has a longer track record, 
especially at the senior international level, so I think they will lean his way 
for one of the last defensemen spots. 

I lean to Shesterkin for the third goalie spot, but it’s really up in the air 
between him, Sorokin and Samsonov. How the next few months go could 
help tilt one guy in over the other. I wouldn’t rule Bobrovsky out either but 
his game is progressing in the wrong direction. — Corey Pronman 
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The Athletic / ‘Appropriately inappropriate’: Untold stories of Keith 
Yandle, the NHL’s best teammate 

 

Joshua Kloke Feb 5, 2021  

 

For many nights on the road during Vernon Fiddler’s stint with the 
Phoenix Coyotes, his hotel room was not a place to rest. 

That’s because his roommate was Keith Yandle, generally acknowledged 
as the funniest player in the NHL. 

“There were nights I couldn’t go to bed, I’d have the hiccups because 
he’d constantly have me laughing,” Fiddler said. 

Humour is just one part of the equation for Yandle, who sits third among 
defencemen in points since 2010. He is beloved because of his 
selflessness, his perseverance, personified by his current ironman 
streak, and his ability to act as the glue on a team. It’s why Fiddler, a 
veteran of 877 NHL games, can make a sweeping statement.  

“This is the honest truth: He was the most outstanding teammate I’ve 
ever come across,” he said. 

Fiddler isn’t alone. Many of his former teammates were shocked to hear 
the reports that Panthers management considered making an example 
out of Yandle in their efforts to change the culture within the team and not 
play him to begin the season, and that his role as a good teammate was 
put into question. 

And now, many of them want to set the record straight. 

“It’s palpable,” said longtime teammate Shane Doan of Yandle’s 
influence in a dressing room. “The young guys all want to be like him and 
the old guys just want to hang around him. It’s an uncommon 
characteristic.” 

But what exactly does that characteristic look like? 

The Athletic uncovered why Yandle is such a beloved teammate. 

After being drafted by the Coyotes in the fourth round of the 2005 NHL 
Draft, Yandle led all QMJHL defencemen in scoring in 2005-06. The 
following season, he only lasted seven games with the Coyotes before 
spending the majority of the season with the AHL’s San Antonio 
Rampage. 

David Schlemko, Coyotes teammate, 2008-15: Most guys coming into 
their first or second NHL camp are pretty nervous and quiet. And you’ve 
got Yands acting like he’s known everybody for 10 years and cracking 
jokes. That’s just always the guy he’s been, making all the old guys 
laugh. 

Derek Morris, Coyotes teammate, 2006-14: He came in probably 
thinking, like all of us do, “I’ll just make the next step.” He was kind of a 
butterball. I think he weighed like 220. His personality was just a free 
spirit.  

Shane Doan, Coyotes teammate, 2006-15: Keith Tkachuk is a family 
friend of his. He called me and said, “Hey, I got a kid coming. His name’s 
Keith Yandle. Can you just keep an eye on him?” And the first time I met 
him was probably not his best first impression. He might have been over-
served a little bit and I was not too impressed with how that had 
happened at seven o’clock at night in a different city. That shouldn’t be 
the way you come into a new team.  

Yandle: We were playing an intrasquad game in San Antonio. We had a 
day off. It was the first time I had ever been to Texas and we were down 
by the River Walk, a bunch of us, and … I was young. I found out a 
bunch of the guys were at a bar watching games. And I tried to get in and 
I had been over-served somewhere else. So I was like, “No, I’m going to 
meet the guys,” and Doaner had to come out and basically tell me to go 
home. I sobered up pretty quick when I saw the look on his face. 

The following season, a different teammate emerged. 

Doan: Maybe he wasn’t quite as mature yet as he needed to be to have 
the success everyone was hoping he’d have. I said, “It’s hard because 
they gave you the keys to the Ferrari, and now they’ve taken it away, and 
you’re going have to work hard to get it back.” Who he was just came out 
in spades. 

Morris: He completely reshaped his purpose. I believe Keith set a goal to 
be the best possible teammate and person he could ever be. 

When teammates talk about Yandle, they are quick to laugh to 
themselves and discuss what makes him so uniquely humorous. 

Doan: His wit, and his understanding of being appropriately 
inappropriate. 

Ray Whitney, Coyotes teammate 2010-12: The first two games I played 
with him were in Prague. Keith would always say something to somebody 
knowing that they couldn’t understand him. In Europe, the plate portions 
are quite a bit smaller. He was quick to make a joke and reference how 
(Shane Doan) couldn’t try to eat those, being 225 pounds like Shane is. 
He’d start ordering double portions for us.  

Dave Moss, Coyotes teammate 2012-15: He’s the guy in the locker room 
that everyone wants to be around. Quick-witted, always telling stories 
and one-liners. He’s easily the funniest guy I’ve ever played with. 

Paul Bissonnette, Coyotes teammate 2009-14: The first word that comes 
to mind is levity. He calmed down the locker room, especially in tense 
situations, by adding humour. Everybody takes a deep breath and 
realizes, “Hey, we can relax a little bit here. It’s just a hockey game, as 
important as it is.”  

Yandle: (Ryan Whitney) called me and said “Bissonnette is coming into 
your team, he’s hilarious. He’s going to come in really hot.” And 
(Bissonnette) has no filter, which is the best part about him and you wish 
everyone was like that. Now Doaner was a guy who was never in the 
medical room, never getting a massage, never showing any sign of 
weakness. The trainer forced him to get a massage and (Bissonnette) 
comes in and says, “Holy shit, do you pay rent in here?” 

I’ve never seen (Doan) want to kill somebody that was on his team. 
Doaner’s like, “Is he kidding me? He’s never even played in the NHL.” 
Obviously we all fell in love with Biz and loved having him on the team. 
Him and Doaner are really good friends to this day as well. 

Rob Klinkhammer, Coyotes teammate 2012-14: We’d play sewer ball 
before the game. And Jason LaBarbera was really into wrestling. But he 
was always one of the last guys to come into the game. Keith, every 
time, would do this big, boisterous wrestling introduction. And it would be 
a little bit different every game. We were in Los Angeles and Barbs 
comes jogging out of the dressing room, and we look around all waiting 
for Keith to do his thing. 
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Suddenly, you hear this car peel in, and Keith’s in the advertising car that 
goes on the ice between periods. He flies into the circle, guys are 
jumping out of the way, Keith is on the horn, hanging out the window, and 
he’s just screaming Barb’s name out the window. 

Yandle: Every time he played, I tried to do something a little over the top 
for him because we were both huge WWE fans growing up. Whether it 
was finding the mascot in the building and using the mascot’s head to 
introduce him, or finding the forklift that was around, whatever was in the 
hallway I could use to introduce him with that. 

Vernon Fiddler, Coyotes teammate 2009-11: We had Bissonnette over to 
our room to have some ice cream and watch a movie. He fell asleep at 
the foot of the bed. And instead of waking him up, we rolled him up and 
dragged him into the hallway and made a little bed for him in the hallway.  

Morris: He never said anything about what he was wearing for 
Halloween. He’s like, “You’ll like it.” He showed up dressed like me, 
walking like me. I had a really big butt and I walked kind of with a tilt. I’m 
like, “Who the hell is this?” And then he turns around, and he has this 
huge cardboard cut-out head of me that he had made. He always finds 
the funny part of somebody and knows that it won’t attack you.  

Yandle: (Morris) loves Metallica. That’s when True Religion jeans were 
really big, and he had ones with that thick stitching on the side. I bought a 
pair to look like him. I had the Canadian tuxedo and a Metallica shirt. I 
still wear it to this day. And I always think of him when I put it on. 

Throughout his NHL career, Yandle has become a master not just of 
one-liners, but of his own brand of dressing room lingo. 

Ryan Whitney, friend: He used to say, “One towel after the showers in 
the AHL, two towels after the showers in the NHL and you can take three 
towels to dry off at the Olympics.” 

Yandle, on representing the United States at the 2010 world 
championships: Anytime you put on your country’s sweater, that’s a three 
towel. At my first training camp, Brett Hull was there. He had a towel 
around his waist, a towel over his shoulders and a towel over his head. I 
was like, “Man, that’s Hall of Fame towels. You can use as many towels 
as you want.” Everybody at home uses one towel. It’s just a little 
reminder that you’ve made it, you’re in the NHL, you can use two towels.  

Bissonnette: I was a victim of a lot of his one-liners. But if the whole room 
got a chuckle and if we were all bonding over something stupid that I did, 
then that was good. So in our locker room before practices, the 
discussion was awesome to the point where I should have probably been 
the first guy on the ice working on my stuff, but I was always one of the 
last guys because we just had a great time. Everybody was always 
usually upbeat because of Keith.  

Yandle: Keith Ballard once said to me, “If you can’t take a joke, you 
become a joke.” 

His most famous contribution to the English language is “Sonk.” 

Yandle: We used to just say it off the ice the way you would say “Psych.” 
We’d say “Sonk.” Or if someone told a story, you’d say “Sonk or no 
sonk?” Basically asking if someone was lying or not. I used to say it to 
myself all the time. I do a lot of stuff during games just to keep myself 
entertained. Playing every day, it’s one of those things where you need to 
keep yourself going. I’ve gotten louder and louder with it.  

Fiddler: He always had these different little phrases, like “proud,” and 
“juicy.” He’d always say them in different ways.  

Yandle: One of the trainers, Jason Rudy in Phoenix, started “Proud.” It’s 
a little thing but making sure your tape is thrown in the garbage or putting 
your stall the right way. And if he didn’t have to fix anything in your stall, 
he’d just come up to you and be like, “Hey, proud of you.” I’d start saying 
it. Any little thing you can do to help out, those are proud, proud 
moments.  

Doan: You’d make a nice pass, and you’d hear, on the ice, “Juuuuicy.” All 
the time.  

Yandle: A simple, nice little play that goes unrecognized that you see and 
you’re like, “Oh, that was juice.”  

Adrian Aucoin, Coyotes teammate, 2009-12: He almost ad libs as he 
goes. He knows what to say at the right time, in the right place. It was 
infectious.  

Klinkhammer: (He’s) out there, ripping around, yelling at everyone, 
yelling at the other team. He’s just like a kid in a candy store out there 
playing. And I think that’s part of why he’s so successful: He has so much 
fun doing what he does and he’s not afraid to do it his way.  

Doan: In saying all of this, I’ve never come across somebody that wants 
to win as much. That’s what makes him the best teammate. You play 
close to 900 straight games in the NHL, you’ve had some serious injury 
and played through stuff that a lot of guys wouldn’t have played through 
for whatever reason. What does Bill Belichick say? Dependability is more 
important than ability? 

Nick Bjugstad, Florida Panthers teammate, 2016-19: In order to play that 
many games, you have to have that mentality: Never too high, never too 
low. And I do remember him telling me this because I took a lot of things 
away from him: “You’ve got to learn to leave everything at the rink, and if 
you don’t leave things at the rink, that’s when your life becomes a lot 
more difficult.” That’s something I wish I learned earlier in my career. 
Even when you’re doing well, if you come home and you’re thinking 
about hockey and you’re not able to be present with your family, that 
makes it tough. He was a guy that I looked at as having a good family life 
and could play quality NHL games for years.  

What frustrated many of Yandle’s former teammates about some of the 
reports regarding his early season in Florida was how it might besmirch 
his title as one of the most adored teammates in hockey. 

Ray Whitney: I ended up scoring my 1,000th point in Arizona. I tell you, 
you would’ve thought he’d scored 1,000 points, how excited he was. He 
just got so fired up for it. 

Doan: He just has the ability to make people — and I don’t care if it’s 
from literally Michael Jordan to the local kid playing minor hockey that 
might never ever play the game past house league — he makes them 
feel like they’re a great athlete, important and good people. I don’t know 
how he does it because he does it better than pretty much anyone I 
know. 

Bjugstad: We hadn’t even met before he offered to drive me to the rink 
on the first day of training camp. Every time you meet a new teammate, it 
takes a while to get to know him, but right away he’s cracking jokes and 
he’s super personable. 

Yandle: We had some years in Phoenix where we struggled on the ice. 
But (Doan) was not going to let that break up a locker room, or have guys 
blame other guys. I remember him saying this when I was younger: “It’s a 
lot harder to be a bad guy than it is to be a good guy.” I’ve always stuck 
with that. I tell my children, I tell everybody that.  

Morris: When I went to Boston, I got plopped onto the team before 
training camp. I didn’t know anybody, had no idea how to get around or 
where to get my kids into hockey. And without even asking, Keith called 
me and said “Call my dad, he will take care of you. He will get you 
around that city. He’ll help you out. Call my brother, call my family. 
They’re all there to help you.” I didn’t even have to call his dad. His dad 
called me and got my son into youth hockey. 

Mark Pysyk, Florida Panthers teammate, 2016-20: Hurricane Irma was 
coming so we had to evacuate our homes. And Keith and his wife 
opened up their house to four or five of us and our families in Boston. All 
under one roof for four days. He took a couple of us out golfing. Just the 
best host. And they certainly didn’t have to do that. There were hotels 
downtown that we could have rented. But the fact that we were all there 
and they invited us in just speaks to the whole Yandle family. 

Bjugstad: He got a goal that went off my butt. He asked me, “Hey, did it 
go off your butt?” I said, “Yeah, but you don’t have to say anything.” And 
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sure enough, after the game he grabbed the scorekeepers and made 
sure that I got credit for the goal. He didn’t have to do that. And I don’t 
know if a lot of guys are going to do that. It says a lot about his integrity 
and his selflessness. 

Yandle maintains a desire to always be around his teammates, including 
former ones such as Doan, who has a running bet with Yandle.  

Doan: When I retired, I was 228 pounds. He’s like “Everyone that retires 
puts on 20 pounds. You’re going to be 250.” There’s no way. So on my 
45th birthday, I’ve got to take a picture of a scale and be below 250. And 
if I am, he has to fly me to wherever he’s playing, and I get to watch him 
play, we’ll go out for dinner, he’ll pay for my hotel, maybe go golfing. If I 
lose, I’ve got to pay for my own flight, my own hotel, take him out for 
dinner, wait in line and buy tickets in the nosebleeds, sit up there, and 
watch the whole game. 

Bjugstad: Me, him, Mark Pysyk, all of our wives, girlfriends and kids 
wanted to go to Disney World. And Keith insisted on renting an RV so we 
could all be together in the same vehicle. It’s about a three-hour drive 
from Fort Lauderdale. And it was September and hotter than heck. Within 
10 minutes, the AC went out. So uncomfortable. But Keith was so happy, 
he wanted so bad for us all to be together. 

Doan: There were six or seven of us walking home from a dinner in Fort 
Lauderdale along the beach. I told (Yandle) I’d never been in the Atlantic 
Ocean. He was rattled. He said, “We should just jump in the water.” I said 
“What? We’re not jumping in the water.” And 10 minutes later, we’re all in 
our underwear in the water. I don’t even know how it happened. It’s a 
memory that you just don’t forget. 

Yandle: We were like little kids.  

Morris: Those personalities are so important to a locker room. And I 
firmly believe that those types are the glue that sticks teams together 
through the tough times and gets your team through them. 

Aaron Ekblad, Panthers teammate, 2016-21: What does (Yandle) mean 
to Florida Panthers? A whole hell of a lot. He’s a great locker room guy 
and a good person. We love having him around. And it just makes it easy 
to come to the rink every day. It puts a smile on your face when you get 
to see him and he’s cracking jokes and having fun and making practices 
better. He’s got a lot of great stories and a lot of great insight on 
situations. A lot of us go to him for advice and whatever we need. 

Yandle: It sounds cliche, but it’s just the coolest thing where we get to 
play this game and meet people that you would never have met before. If 
I didn’t play this game, I’d be working in Boston and hanging with the 
same people. But I get to meet these people from all over the world and 
learn their stories. I love every guy I’ve ever played with. 
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Sportsnet.ca / Battle of Alberta provides rare mix of NHL's old, new 
school 

 

Mark Spector@sportsnetspecFebruary 5, 2021, 5:35 PM 

 

EDMONTON — The Battle of Alberta has become hockey’s dirty little 
secret. 

On the surface, we’ve moved past goalie fights. Hockey is better than 
that, here in 2021. 

But when no one is around, do people hit the rewind button to catch 
another glimpse of Cam Talbot versus Mike Smith? You bet they do. 

As a sport, we have grown past bare-knuckle fighting, head shots and 
most forms of hockey violence. Today’s referees are instructed to call 
penalties for love taps that Gordie Howe would have laughed at. 

Goalie fights? Seriously? It’s 2021 — what kind of Philistine requires a 
goalie fight to enjoy a hockey game? 

Well, to be honest, more people than you might think. 

“It’s old-time hockey,” said Tyson Barrie, who is ready to break his Battle 
of Alberta maiden this Saturday night on Hockey Night in Canada. “You 
don’t want to see your ‘tendy squaring up at centre every game, but if it 
has to happen, it’s got to happen. It went down last year and we’ll see 
what carries over into this year.” 

The last time these two teams met was Feb. 1, 2020, an 8-3 Oilers win at 
the Saddledome where all hell broke loose. They were all lined up for a 
playoff series, the first playoff Battle since 1991, and COVID-19 cruelly 
robbed us of that. 

On Saturday, the Flames and Oilers will meet for the first of 10 times this 
season. There are so many forgettable hockey games played in a given 
season, so many no-hitters, it speaks volumes that there isn’t a single 
player who can’t remember the role they played in a game that took 
place over a year ago. 

“Definitely one I will remember,” Oilers winger Alex Chiasson said. “I was 
on the ice when all that went down. To be honest, I think I was on the ice 
for like, 30 seconds. The ref was on me and someone else was on me. 
Finally, I got out and I saw Bearsy (Ethan Bear) fighting (Matthew) 
Tkachuk. Then Smitty and Cam were going at centre ice. 

“It was my 500th career game. A lot happened that night.” 

You can’t manufacture this stuff. It’s organic, requiring a player like 
Tkachuk to provide a spark, and an opponent like Zack Kassian to be the 
accelerant. 

Sometimes there is simply no fire. Other times, Dave Brown is starting 
the lawn mower. 

Who knows what you’re going to get, or when it’s going to arrive? 

“There’s always a history, but I think that history is built up more with you 
(media) guys,” said Oilers head coach Dave Tippett. “Our talk is always, 
‘How are we going to go in there and win?’ There are things you get your 
team ready for tactically to win. But you know it’s going to be a hard 
game. 

“I understand the history, and that every time we play there’s a build-up 
to it. That’s all well and good,” Tippett said. “But you have to go in there 
… and do things that allow you to win. Play with purpose. You can’t go in 
thinking it’s going to be some kind of spectacle.” 

Calgary has lost five of their past seven games, and players have 
questioned their emotional readiness in a few of those games. Cue 
Tkachuk, who has been nothing short of a gift to a Battle of Alberta that 
had been dormant for years. 

He is the one player — above all others — who controls the thermostat in 
this rivalry, and with his team scuffling along, it may be the perfect time to 
inject some of his shenanigans into Saturday’s tilt. 

If he does, there are plenty of Oilers who will answer the bell. If he 
doesn’t, there is every chance just tries to collect a win — it would be 
their fourth straight — and quietly get out of town. 

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. 

“I’ve heard about the intensity, the physicality,” new Oiler Kyle Turris was 
saying about the Battle. “I’ve watched it for a number of years, and now 
to have the opportunity to take part in is really exciting. 
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“I feel like, in the olden days, you had these rivalries all the time and now 
they’re hard to come by. The fact that this is one of the biggest ones — if 
not the biggest one in the NHL — it’s real exciting.” 

Did you catch that? “The olden days?” 

The fact remains, in our sport a true rivalry always used to come with a 
certain level of violence. Montreal-Quebec. Rangers-Islanders. 
Philadelphia-Pittsburgh. Toronto vs. anyone in the old Norris Division. 

We’ve moved on from that violence, and the game today is better for it. 
The NHL doesn’t have to be a CTE factory to be compelling. Today’s 
hockey is so skilled, it can entertain all on its own — without the 
extracurriculars. 

But, we’ll ask you this: Do you turn your head when you see a 1965 
Mustang drive by? 

You might not want to own one, but watching one drive down the street is 
still kind of cool. 

As a hockey watcher, I don’t need fights every night. Don’t need them 
every week, or even every month. 

But when the Battle of Alberta is on TV, I’m going to check in. Just 
‘cause, well, you know.. 

Just ‘cause. 

Sportsnet.ca LOADED: 02.06.2021 

1201862 Websites 

 

Sportsnet.ca / Cam Talbot reflects on 'bucket list' fight in Battle of Alberta 

 

Eric Francis 

February 5, 2021, 5:39 PM 

 

Cam Talbot saw it as a bucket list opportunity, Albertans saw it as the 
ultimate resurrection of the game’s greatest rivalry, and the hockey world 
marveled in its uniqueness. 

However you saw Talbot’s fight with Mike Smith a year ago — the only 
all-goalie battle in the blood-stained history of the Battle of Alberta — 
there’s a good chance you’ll be tuning in Saturday to see what’s next. 

Talbot certainly will. 

“I’ll definitely be keeping an eye on it,” said the former Flame and Oiler 
from his new home in Minnesota, where he tends twine for a Wild club 
that had its Saturday afternoon game postponed due the team’s COVID-
19 outbreak. 

“I’ve got a lot of history with both teams, so it will be fun to watch. I’m 
sure the game will be on at my house.” 

He’s also pretty sure about something else: it will be worth it. 

“When you play a team ten times and you have the history boiling over 
from last year, I can’t see it not taking that turn again,” said Talbot, who 
the Flames replaced with Jacob Markstrom in the off-season. 

“I don’t know if there will be goalie fights and all that stuff, but with the 
intensity, if one little thing goes wrong it’s just going to stir up again pretty 
quickly. I don’t think it’s going to take too much to get that going again.” 

Like many, he wonders if the absence of 18,000 bloodthirsty fans at the 
Saddledome will reduce the odds further mayhem will ensue, as it did 
almost exactly a year ago when they last met. 

It was then, three nights after Matthew Tkachuk and Zack Kassian fought 
in Edmonton (with Sean Monahan versus Ryan Nugent-Hopkins as the 

most bizarre of undercards), Talbot found himself skating out to centre 
ice to make history with the 6-foot-5, 220-pound Oilers netminder. 

Upset over a late jab from Sam Gagner as the officials blew the play 
dead, Talbot jumped up to shove the Oilers forward a few times before 
popping him in the bean with his blocker. On in relief of David Rittich and 
already frustrated late in the second period of a game his team was 
losing 6-3, Talbot subsequently found himself tangling with Alex 
Chiasson in the corner before being directed to centre ice by Darnell 
Nurse. 

It was there Smith, the Flames netminder a year earlier, awaited. 

“It was one of the things on my bucket list,” Talbot said of the all-goalie 
grappling he knew wasn’t going to go well as he approached his towering 
counterpart. 

“If I didn’t have one on my resume before my last game I was going to 
skate out and just fight somebody at some point. That’s one thing I can 
cross off, and it’s kind of cool that it came in a game like that. It’s going to 
follow me for a while.” 

“Oh, I was well aware this was coming up – it’s pretty well-publicized,” he 
chuckled. 

“It’s not hard to follow. Most of my teammates are aware of it.” 

Any chance his fresh-faced tandem-mate, Kaapo Kahkonen, has asked 
him for fighting tips? 

“No, if he saw the fight he should be asking Smitty for the fighting tips,” 
laughed Talbot, who absorbed three or four solid rights from Smith and 
subsequently received only 3.7 per cent of the votes on hockeyfights.com 
as the victor. 

As frustrated as the Flames were at that point in the game, the Oilers 
saw it as a great way to exact payback for a post-shootout stick flip 
celebration by Rittich in their previous meeting. 

As big a shame as it was they didn’t get a chance to renew hostilities on 
the final night of the regular season, the two were also seemingly 
destined for a collision course in the playoffs before the season and 
playoff format were altered by COVID-19. 

So here we are, for the first of 10 tilts between rivals who find themselves 
near the bottom of the North Division early on. 

Losers of consecutive games, the Flames will certainly enter Saturday in 
a surly mood. Whether their lineup will include feisty forward Sam 
Bennett remains to be seen, given his recent trade request. 

Speaking for the first time Friday, he said he was surprised to be a 
healthy scratch in Thursday’s loss to Winnipeg and was hoping to be 
back in the lineup against the Oilers. 

You’ll have to tune in to find out how that, and so many other storylines, 
unfold. 

“Last year was just so good for hockey and for the rivalry,” said Talbot, 
proud to have earned one of the 521 fighting majors in the history of the 
interprovincial punch-up. 

“It’s more heightened in Canada, but I think even more people in the 
States will pay more attention to it now, too. I can’t wait.” 

He’s not alone. 
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Sportsnet.ca / Canucks' Travis Green trying to stay levelheaded as 
pressure mounts 
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VANCOUVER – With some fans and bloggers starting to scream for his 
head – because the general manager’s scalp alone is no longer enough 
– Vancouver Canucks’ coach Travis Green was doing his best Friday to 
keep his noggin level. 

It’s not like he hasn’t reason to be angry and vent or go full-Torts on his 
team. The Canucks have lost their last three games by an aggregate 
score of 18-8, plunging two games below .500 and building one of the 
NHL’s most atrocious defensive records. 

The Canucks have unravelled in the first three weeks of this season the 
culture and identity it took Green three years to help knit after he was 
hired by GM Jim Benning at the nadir of Vancouver’s rebuild. The timing 
of this crisis in character must be especially exasperating to Green 
because it occurs at the start a season compressed to 56 games and, 
coincidentally, as the coach is trying to get a contract extension from his 
boss. 

The hashtag #FireBenning is an old mantra on the West Coast that 
resurfaces with varying degrees of conviction and traction every time the 
Canucks lose a few games. But #FireGreen is entirely new, and feels 
spectacularly unfair. 

His best players, Elias Pettersson and J.T. Miller and now even Quinn 
Hughes, have struggled out of the gate. This doesn’t come close to 
explaining the collapse in Canucks systems, and neither does the 
exhausting schedule the NHL dared Vancouver to undertake with 13 
games and four sets of backs-to-backs in the first 21 days. Practice? 
What’s that? But these factors do make it almost impossible to judge the 
team as a whole at the moment. 

Still, that sound of time ticking could actually be a bomb as the Canucks 
open the second quarter of their season on Saturday against the same 
Toronto Maple Leafs who embarrassed them 7-3 on Thursday. 

This kind of crisis is largely new to the young players who have grown 
under Green and pushed the Canucks steadily, if slowly, higher over the 
last three seasons. But it’s also new to Green at the NHL level. 

“When you're coaching, there's lots of different emotions that go into your 
head,” Green told reporters on Zoom after the Canucks gathered Friday 
for meetings and off-ice work. “I think at the end of the day, you've 
always got to find a level place and be honest with where you're at. 
Getting mad or being overly excited about your game is useless. But 
there is anger in your game sometimes, and that's the competitive part of 
every coach. 

“But always going back to having a level head and really being honest 
with what's going on on the ice is important.” 

Earlier, Green said: “There's pressure on each individual player to play 
their best, and there's nothing wrong with that. There's nothing wrong 
with saying there's pressure. There is pressure; that's what this business 
is all about. Thriving under pressure is important when you're in important 
games and big games and playoff games, but also in games when you're 
not playing your best. ... being able to play your best when it's tough and 
it's a grind. 

“As far as it being tougher than any other year, it's different than any 
other year. And, you know, that's part of coaching.” 

Before the Canucks lost three games, they won four straight. After 
getting their game together last week, the team’s defensive play has 
disintegrated this week. 

Their problems are not simply about execution, Xs and Os, and getting 
more offence from Miller, more defence from Hughes and more saves 
from Thatcher Demko and Braden Holtby. 

The two veteran players the Canucks made available to the media on 
Friday, Brandon Sutter and Nate Schmidt, mentioned the character and 
emotion the team needs to display. 

“We were going through a big transition from the team that was here five 
or six years ago to now,” Sutter, who arrived in 2015, said. “And I can say 
the feeling right now versus what it felt like three, four years ago is 
completely different. I know we have a good team here, and we've got 
the right guys in the room. It's just a good character check for us right 
now. We've got to climb through.” 

Schmidt said the escape from this spiral is made complicated by 
circumstances. The defenceman is new to the Canucks and at a time 
when players need to come together and support each other and build 
their relationships, COVID-19 protocols keep them apart when they leave 
the rink. 

“You know that's something that I would say is a huge part of hockey -- a 
huge part of anybody, right?” Schmidt said. “You go through 
(challenging) things in life, you want to go through them with the people 
that you are closest with. You drag yourself out of the mud together. 

“It's a little bit harder when you can't go out and do anything and you’re 
just back in your room. But for me, even as the games have gone lately, 
you're still incredibly lucky to be playing this game every day. Yeah, let's 
take the (responsibility for) what happened but. . . you can't just come in 
and be mad and sad and woe is me. This league will chew you up if 
that's the way you think.” 

Winning is the only elixir. Even that doesn’t solve all problems, but it’s far 
easier to fix whatever is left when the environment is positive instead of 
wrought with angst and self-doubt. Like Schmidt said, it’s like that in life, 
too. 

Right now, however, the Canucks look a long way from winning and 
positivity has become one of Green's greatest challenges as a coach. 

“I'm not going to throw any players under the bus; I think you know me 
better than that,” he said. “I will say, as a team we need to play better 
(and) certain individuals, obviously, within a team have to bring their best 
and play their best. It's no secret that some guys have maybe not had 
their best start this year, and that's okay, too. It's part of our job to guide 
them through it, teach them, talk to them, push them when needed. But I 
can tell that everyone in that room wants to play their best and wants to 
do whatever they can to win.” 
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Sportsnet.ca / Pierre-Luc Dubois draws on past experience ahead of Jets 
debut 

 

Ken Wiebe February 5, 2021, 12:15 PM 

 

WINNIPEG -- Pierre-Luc Dubois might be embarking on a new 
adventure, but this isn’t entirely new territory for the Winnipeg Jets' prized 
acquisition. 

Although he was a bit of a late bloomer by his own admission, the topic 
of lofty expectations has become a constant piece of the backdrop since 
he was 17 years old. 

Dubois, now 22, has ample experience in this arena, dating back to his 
time in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League. 

Back in December of 2018, Dubois was traded by the Cape Breton 
Screaming Eagles to the Blainville-Boisbriand Armada for 16-year-old 
forward Mathias Laferrière, a first-round draft choice in 2017, and a 
second-round choice in 2018. 
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This isn’t to suggest that being moved by the Columbus Blue Jackets in a 
deal for a pair of first-round draft picks in Patrik Laine and Jack Roslovic 
doesn’t carry a bigger burden at this stage of his career. But based on 
what he’s dealt with previously, Dubois is equipped to handle it. 

“There were a lot of special moments in my life -- and a lot of pressure 
too,” Dubois said in a recent telephone interview as he was wrapping up 
the final days of his 14-day quarantine. “From getting drafted to going to 
the world juniors to getting traded, I learned a lot. On the ice, I learned a 
lot. But mentally, it prepared me for the next step in my career.” 

As valuable as the process was, it certainly wasn’t easy to endure. 

There was plenty of joy in being chosen third overall in the 2016 NHL 
Draft by the Columbus Blue Jackets, a move that surprised many at the 
time as most projections had Finnish winger Jesse Puljujarvi going with 
that pick. 

Dubois attended his first training camp, but then dealt with the 
disappointment of not getting into any action with the Blue Jackets, 
returned to his junior team before he was able to make his NHL debut. 

In December, Dubois took advantage of his second opportunity to crack 
Team Canada’s roster as he suited up in the World Junior Hockey 
Championship. 

The experience was something he won’t soon forget, but there was also 
plenty of criticism aimed in his direction after Canada lost in the gold 
medal game in a shootout to the United States. 

“I went to the world junior and we went to the final, but I didn’t even score 
a goal in that tournament,” said Dubois, who had five assists in seven 
games. “Obviously, everybody loves giving their opinions on the draft 
pick and who you are as a player and they just base it off one season. 

“It was a really good learning experience for me, to go from the year 
before, (where) basically nobody was talking about me to one year later, 
everybody is calling me a flop and everybody is calling me a bad pick 
that is never going to pan out. People are judging you on your every 
move.” 

Dubois understood that dealing with the court of public opinion comes 
with the territory, but it was an emotional time and it reinforced what he 
would be dealing with in his new normal. 

“I was starting to understand more and starting to not care as much 
about the outside noise,” said Dubois. “It hit me at 16, after our first 
playoffs in junior, when one scout told my dad he could see me getting 
drafted in the first two rounds. That’s when it kind of hit me that this is 
getting serious. 

“Then, with the draft and all that, nobody was talking about me. Nobody 
knew who I was, nobody knew where I played and nobody knew what 
type of player I was. The next year, everybody has their opinion. Even 
today, it’s kind of the same thing. It would be harder today if I didn’t go 
through that at 17 or 18.” 

So when Dubois recently came under some scrutiny for how his time in 
Columbus came to an abrupt end, he was ready to deal with the fallout. 

Although he has no interest in going into detail about why things went 
sour with the Blue Jackets and what ultimately led to his departure, 
Dubois sees joining the Jets as a way to reconnect with his roots. 

“When I was a kid, I played hockey because it was my passion and now, 
playing in the NHL it’s a business and it’s a career, but I want to go back 
to just playing hockey and having fun in Canada,” said Dubois. “There’s 
not a country that’s more passionate about hockey in the world. There 
are no fan bases that are more passionate than here. 

“You’re around people that are just like you. You’re around people that 
love the game, that grew up watching the game and playing the game. 
It’s going to be really fun to share (the experience) with people like that.” 

It was the opposite, actually. 

“We chose to go a route where we’d be young, but still competitive. 
That’s how we decided to see what was on the market for Pierre-Luc,” 
said Marc-Andre Dumont, who was the head coach and GM of the 
Screaming Eagles at the time. “We approached his agent, they never 
requested a trade. He never asked me to be moved to a contender. The 
agent, Pat Brisson, never contacted me. I contacted him to say we’re 
going to contemplate the idea of possibly moving Pierre-Luc if we got the 
right offer. I said ‘don’t worry, it will be to a contender because of the 
asking price.’ We’ll make sure it’s a good organization and an 
organization that is ready to go for it. That’s how it worked out. 

“It was hard to trade him because we loved him, but we got an incredible 
return. It was a fantastic two-and-a-half years with our organization. He 
lived at the same billet the whole time.” 

When it comes to those attacking Dubois’ character, Dumont offered a 
stern rebuttal. 

“I don’t have any concerns with Pierre-Luc at all. He’s experienced a lot 
for a 22-year-old hockey player,” said Dumont. “Pierre-Luc is a very 
intense player that demands a lot from himself. He’s got very, very high 
standards in terms of performance, development and preparation. That 
made his success up to now. He’s a true competitor. He wants to perform 
and he wants to be a difference-maker. He wants to help his team win.” 

Dumont had no trouble pointing to an example of Dubois’ genuine love 
for the game. 

The Screaming Eagles were going to be without a pair of centres for a 
game the next night and Dumont asked Dubois if he’d be willing to give it 
a shot. 

Not only did Dubois say yes, but he also stayed on after practice with a 
teammate and an assistant coach because he wanted to soak up all the 
information that he could about what might allow him to gain an edge. 

“I didn’t ask him to do so. He didn’t have to take 200. He could have 
taken 10, 15 or 20 and said ‘that’s fine, I’m good.’ That’s a testament to 
the preparation and his physical strength,” said Dumont. “He took that 
(responsibility) so seriously. When it’s a draft year for 17-year-olds, 
they’re very self-conscious because they know every night out there is 
someone from the NHL making an opinion. Pierre-Luc didn’t have any of 
that. He wasn’t scared of not playing well or looking foolish or making 
mistakes that would cost him with NHL scouts. He played centre that 
night and the rest is history.” 

Why did Dubois go the extra mile in that instance? 

The short answer is that its part of his DNA. 

“What’s one thing that I can get better at right now? To me, it was 
faceoffs,” said Dubois, whose father Eric is an assistant coach with the 
Manitoba Moose of the American Hockey League. “So, I asked 
questions, tried different techniques. Everything was new to me, so I was 
trying to learn as much as possible, as fast as possible.” 

The move to the middle was so successful that Dubois stayed there -- 
and it’s also where he’s been making his mark in the NHL. 

Although he wasn’t searching for greener pastures, the move was a 
welcome one -- with Dubois going from a rebuilding-on-the-fly situation to 
a team that was trying to take a run at a QMJHL title. 

Dubois fit in well with his new teammates and quickly caught the 
attention of the Armada coaching staff. 

“What impressed me most was how powerful he was. Everything that he 
does, it’s all about power,” said Jean-Francois Fortin, who was an 
assistant coach with the Armada at the time of the trade. “He’s a freak of 
nature. He was not going around people but through people. It was 
really, really impressive for a big guy to be able to move like that. Not just 
north-south, but east-west, with his agility. 

“There’s a reason why these guys are drafted there and it’s not just 
because they’re talented. Most of the time, I would say 90 per cent of the 
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time, their work ethic is right on par with their talent. Pierre-Luc is one of 
those guys, it’s just work, work, work. On the ice, off the ice. I called him 
the terminator when he played for us. He was a machine.” 

Dubois has plenty of conviction and could be hard on his teammates, 
though not in a selfish manner. 

“Every superstar that I played with or coached, they are tough on their 
teammates,” said Fortin. “It’s mostly because they’re tough on 
themselves first. When you expect perfection, you expect it all over -- 
from yourself, from your teammates, from the coaching staff and from 
everybody. So, sometimes he was tough on his teammates. But not 
because he’s a bad person or a bad teammate, it’s because he wants 
perfection -- that’s why. Superstars, that’s how they’re wired and Pierre-
Luc was the same way.” 

Obviously, the circumstances surrounding the two trades are vastly 
different, but having gone through something similar before should help 
with the transition -- even if this one came during a global pandemic. 

“That was a great experience to do that. In my whole career, that was 
one of the best things that could have happened for me. To see 
something new and to be in a new environment,” said Dubois, who 
helped the Armada reach the QMJHL final in 2017. “I’ve never been 
traded in the NHL until now, so I don’t know if it will exactly translate. 
Back then, we were all students in school, so we could hang out 24/7, but 
it definitely was a good experience and it could help and translate to here 
in Winnipeg.” 

You can bet the Jets are banking on Dubois to build on his past Stanley 
Cup playoff experience as he begins this new odyssey. 

Dubois was part of the eighth-seeded Blue Jackets team that upset the 
top-ranked Tampa Bay Lightning during the 2019 playoffs. 

He followed that up with a strong showing in the Toronto bubble back in 
August, chalking up 10 points in 10 games as the Blue Jackets bounced 
the Maple Leafs from the qualifying round and then gave the Lightning 
another strong battle before bowing out to the eventual Stanley Cup 
champions. 

The highlight-reel included a hat trick in Game 3 against the Maple Leafs 
on a night that was capped by the game-winner at 18:24 of the first 
overtime period. 

Don’t expect Dubois to suffer from stage fright, he welcomes the 
spotlight. 

“He handles pressure really well,” said Blue Jackets defenceman David 
Savard. “He’s focused on being the best player he can be every single 
day and we saw it in the playoffs last year, with how he performed when 
we needed him to. I don’t think he listens too much to the noise going on 
around him. 

“He’s just that kind of player that kind of gets to the next level when he 
gets to a bigger stage. I’m not too worried about him going to Canada. 
Obviously, those markets have a lot more pressure and there’s a lot 
more people watching, but I’m excited for him to show what he can do.” 

When it comes to facing off with the likes of Connor McDavid, Leon 
Draisaitl, Auston Matthews and company in the North Division, Dubois 
welcomes the opportunity to not only try to neutralize those players but to 
win the matchup outright. 

“As a kid, I was never the guy everybody talked about,” said Dubois. “In 
AAA hockey, we’d go to tournaments and everybody talks about a couple 
of guys on the other teams. You hear ‘this guy is one of the best in the 
country’ and all of that. I always felt that I was up there with them but 
literally nobody was talking about me -- and that was fine. 

“I remember every time, my dad would say ‘just go out there and be 
better than them. Be better than anybody on the ice and who cares what 
everybody is saying. They’ll go home and maybe they’ll still think that guy 
is the best, but you’ll know that you outplayed them.’ All my life, it’s been 
that. To this day, going up against big guys and big names and good 

players -- there are a lot of good players in the NHL and that’s what’s fun 
about it. It’s a challenge every night. Who is going to be the best player 
and who is going to be the best centre? Who is going to be the guy that 
helps the team win?” 

Who Dubois starts on a line with and where he eventually settles in will 
generate plenty of discussion over the coming days and weeks, but what 
we know for sure is that his arrival will be celebrated. 

“The first thing I think of is incredible depth. He’s a terrific two-way 
player,” said Jets centre Adam Lowry. “We had to give up a couple of 
extremely good players to acquire him, so we’re really looking forward to 
another big body down the middle. Gives us some depth and really 
allows us to continue to wear teams down.” 

Dubois is feeling a lot of pent up energy as he nears the end of his 
quarantine and prepares to hit the ice on Sunday for his first practice. 

While he hasn’t formally met his teammates, Dubois has been involved in 
some zoom meetings and got a head start on familiarizing himself with 
the Jets' style of play, which should help as he prepares to debut with his 
new team on Tuesday in the fourth game of this series with the Calgary 
Flames. 

“The only reference for me is this trade, so I don’t know what it would 
usually be like. But obviously it’s different,” said Dubois. “You have to 
adapt. I’ve been working out in my living room. You’ve got to take 
positives out of everything and now, I’ll be able to learn the system a bit 
more before I jump in. So, in one way, it’s unfortunate I’m not playing 
right now and concentrating on meeting all of my teammates. But at least 
the positive is that I can do some video, watch games and pay more 
attention to everything.” 
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Sportsnet.ca / Canadiens' Price could benefit from shot at redemption vs. 
Senators 

 

Eric Engels February 5, 2021, 4:26 PM 

 

MONTREAL — Let’s pick up where we left off: Nick Suzuki owning a bad 
performance after 10 great ones to start the season. 

"It was definitely a tough night," Suzuki said after the Montreal Canadiens 
lost 3-2 to the Ottawa Senators and he won just 27 per cent of his 
faceoffs, finishing minus-1. 

"Definitely my worst game of the year so far. I was fighting the puck a 
bit." 

We talk a lot about how mature this 21-year-old is, and this is just 
another example of that. Here’s what Canadiens coach Claude Julien 
thought of Suzuki’s accountability. 

"I think it’s good, because Nick had a very difficult night and he was right 
that it was his hardest game since the beginning of the season," he said 
Thursday night. "When you look at the whole picture and how he’s been 
playing, it’s going to happen sometimes, and proud athletes aren’t afraid 
to say it when they don’t have it. That’s already a step forward for him, 
because I’m convinced he’ll rebound the next game." 

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

Every player wants the opportunity to rebound next game. From the 
youngest ones to the most experienced ones, and everyone in between. 

Ask 27-year-old Phillip Danault, who got off to a rocky start to the season 
and struggled to adjust with his ice time being down significantly, his role 
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on the penalty kill reduced because the Canadiens have so many more 
forwards to use there and all the buzz floating around about his unsettled 
contract situation. 

Danault said on Friday that everything happening at once compounded 
his struggles. 

"When I’m not thinking, that’s when I’m at my best," Danault added. "I 
was thinking too much." 

But after being the least used centre on Tuesday, and after an 
encouraging conversation with Julien following Thursday’s morning 
skate, Danault was back to just reacting, with two assists and a dominant 
night in the faceoff circle being a more accurate reflection of who he is 
versus what we saw over the first half of Montreal’s games. 

Danault said Julien didn’t tell him he was going to use him more — he 
ended up playing close to two minutes more than he did in Tuesday’s win 
over Vancouver — but the coach did start Danault’s line with Brendan 
Gallagher and Tomas Tatar and had his finger on the pulse of the game 
in using them more than any of his other lines at 5-on-5. 

As Julien often likes to say, "I call it coaching." 

A big part of coaching is managing the push and pull with a player, and 
both Danault and Julien were talking about that dynamic on Friday. 

Julien said he’s had to poke Danault at times early this season, but he’s 
also had to encourage him, like he did prior to Thursday’s game. 

Danault feels Julien has the proper balance in his approach. 

"He’s helped me enormously since I came to Montreal, and he’s an 
extraordinary coach for me," the Victoriaville, Que., native said. "He’s had 
a chance to coach some excellent centres, so he brings that experience 
for me and the young guys coming. Claude knows how to take it, too. He 
knows when to push me and when to help me, too. So, he does those 
things well." 

The words will ring hollow if the actions don’t follow. Julien being tough 
on Danault and then giving him the pat-on-the-back approach would’ve 
meant less without the opportunity being presented to Danault to prove 
himself. 

It may seem like a small thing but starting Danault in Thursday’s game 
was that opportunity. Having Danault’s line jump over the boards more 
frequently as a reward for how he started was that opportunity. 

Which brings us to Carey Price. 

We’re not sure if Julien intends to start the goaltender against Ottawa on 
Saturday after a less-than-satisfactory performance in Thursday’s loss, 
but we would. 

We understand Julien has a plan to keep both Price and backup Jake 
Allen fresh — to rely on both throughout the season so that Price has his 
best when it matters most — but Price hasn’t had his best since the 
season started, and that might have something to do with him not being 
in the rhythm he’s been accustomed to over the last few years. 

Historically, Price has a .923 save percentage after three or more days of 
rest. But it’s our view that he needs to get some action in to get to a point 
where that rest is as beneficial as it has been in the past. 

When we asked Price if an adjustment was required to the change in 
frequency of his starts, he deferred. 

"Jake’s playing some great hockey right now," he said after allowing 
three goals to the Senators. "And when you have a goaltender playing 
well like that, why not throw him in there? He’s had an excellent work 
ethic and he’s playing some quality minutes for us, so we’re definitely — 
especially me — thankful to have him here." 

We interpreted that three ways: 1) Price didn’t want to make an excuse 
for why his play hasn’t been up to the level he’s capable of so far (he has 
an .899 save percentage). 2) He particularly didn’t want to use this 

excuse and come across as selfish. 3) We believe what he’s saying is 
genuine — that he is appreciative of how Allen is playing and is thankful 
to have him there for all the reasons the Canadiens believe having a 
goaltender of Allen’s quality behind Price will be beneficial. 

But we don’t see Price being any different than Suzuki or Danault. We 
bet he’s anxious to get back in the net and be among the Canadiens 
redeeming themselves in the rubber match against the Senators on 
Saturday, and we’d give him that opportunity. 

We’ll understand if Julien doesn’t in the end. Following Saturday’s game, 
the Canadiens are off until Wednesday, when Price will likely play 
against the Toronto Maple Leafs, and it would be reasonable for the 
coach to not want Allen to be sitting from this past Tuesday to next 
Thursday, when the Edmonton Oilers visit. 

But it’s our opinion the net-positive of Price starting and potentially having 
a confidence-inspiring performance ahead of Wednesday would 
outweigh the negative of Allen starting Thursday off a bit rusty. And if 
Price doesn’t rise to the challenge Saturday, then we’d understand Allen 
taking the net Wednesday instead of Thursday. We think Price would 
understand, too. 
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Sportsnet.ca / Analyzing what the Canucks can do better to slow Maple 
Leafs offence 

 

Justin Bourne February 5, 2021, 1:16 PM 

 

When I was afforded the opportunity to join the coaching staff of the 
Toronto Marlies in 2015-16, I wasn’t exactly new to coaching theory. For 
one, I was attentive as a player in both college and pro, but I also grew 
up with a Dad who played in the NHL then went on to coach a number of 
years in the minors. I had discussions about strategy and was in the 
offices to hear how decisions get made. 

What I saw with the Marlies, though, wasn’t what I had seen from my 
Dad’s teams in late '90s, or heard from my own coaches when I played. 
Stats were obviously a bigger thing, but there were new tactical concepts 
to be introduced to, many passed down from Mike Babcock to the Leafs 
AHL franchise, and many preferred by Sheldon Keefe himself. 

Perhaps the most useful new idea in my estimation, at least when it 
came to defending, was the Babcock-termed strategy of “cut-offs,” which 
in plain English is running interference on opposing players who aren’t 
directly involved around the puck as they skate back towards your end. 

Constantly. 

Think of a team leaving their D-zone on a breakout and up through the 
neutral zone. If you’re the last guy back for your team (that doesn’t have 
the puck), you might as well step in front of the last guy up the ice on the 
opposing team and slow his ability to join the play on offence. It cancels 
second and third wave attacks, it widens the gap between their forwards 
and D (which makes breakouts easier), it slows them down, it tires them 
out. It’s just a lot of good for a little rat-like effort. 

Basically you’re testing a ref: if you’re gonna call a small crosscheck (the 
part of the cut-off Babs calls a “sting”) 100 feet from the puck you’re 
gonna have to put 100 guys in the box every night. (Hey, it’s not the job 
of coaches to preserve the quality of gameplay.) 

It’s with the introduction to that term we swing back around to the 
Canucks and the Leafs, and note that if the Canucks don’t start cutting 
the Leafs off out of their own zone -- if they don’t employ some stings -- 
their defence is going to get eaten alive again Saturday night. It’s not so 
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much that the Leafs themselves are unmanageable on the rush, it’s that 
any team is unmanageable if they’re allowed to fly up the ice with speed, 
and the Canucks' D simply isn't good enough to bear that burden alone. 
Defencemen often take the public lashings caused by half-committed 
forwards who allow the opposition to fly up the rink unimpeded. 

To drive this point home, here’s how Keefe responded to a question 
about whether he saw more offensive pace from his group: 

“I did. It was the best we looked in that regard just in terms of how we left 
our zone, how we got through the neutral zone, how quickly we moved 
the puck — all of those types of things. I thought it was really good for all 
four lines. 

Our defence, even after going down to five D pretty much the whole 
game, I thought those guys did a really good job of moving the puck up 
very quickly to the forwards and getting involved in the offence 
themselves.” 

I’m writing this from a Vancouver standpoint because this is an obvious 
strength for the Leafs, which means it should be a focus for the Canucks. 
Inattention there allowed Toronto’s skill to build momentum into the 
neutral zone, resulting in the Leafs out-chancing the Canucks 29-14, with 
an advantage in high-danger chances of 13-5. 

I’ll just use the plays that resulted in goals as an example, given the 
direct cause-and-effect relationship, but cut-offs are important whether 
missing them leads to a chance against or not. 

On the Leafs' fourth goal Thursday night, they’re left to fly out of their own 
zone, in large part due to the huge gap between the Canucks forwards 
and defenders. But if Adam Gaudette in the middle of the ice even gets 
above one Leafs player (ideally the man in the middle, Travis Boyd) the 
whole things slows down and develops differently, likely denying a goal 
before it has a chance to play out. 

It’s Boyd’s speed through the middle that pushes the Canucks D back 
and leaves the gap for Nic Petan to sauce one over to Jason Spezza. 

On the Leafs' third goal, they win a neutral zone faceoff and regroup, 
which means the Canucks are starting from assigned defensive 
positions. The Canucks use what looks like a 2-1-2 with pressure from 
the wings off a lost neutral zone draw, and Elias Pettersson drops back 
to stay above the middle guy. 

Only, he doesn’t stay above the Leafs winger (a simple sting would’ve 
killed Marner’s momentum), who gets in behind him by a step, gets to the 
puck first, and makes a great play. But there’s no reason Marner 
shouldn’t have been cut-off, leaving Pettersson to the first touch on this 
chipped puck. 

A less obvious one was early on Matthews' first goal, where he was 
allowed to wheel behind the net and get his speed up before getting 
fortunate with how the play developed. JT Miller was covering back for 
his pinching defender; after the game he mentioned that because of that, 
he thought he’d be playing left D, with support on his right (he readily 
took the blame, but was just explaining his thinking). It wasn’t until too 
late he realized he was 1-on-1 defending Matthews. 

That aside, Brock Boeser has the chance to go “oh-uh, this might not be 
an offensive situation anymore” deep in the Leafs territory, and step in 
front of Matthews as he winds up what looks like a dangerous break out 
early. 

Watch right as Matthews cuts and jumps up from behind the net, you can 
see Boeser watching and hoping the play kicks back deep into the zone 
so he can play on the offensive side of things. He lets Matthews jump by 
him and get his speed up. 

He’s not solely to blame of course, but he could’ve taken a step into 
Matthews' lane to slow the freight train down. If Matthews is a half-stride 
slower I like Miller’s odds of influencing a worse shot attempt, and it’s a 
game of inches. 

That’s all any of this comes down to. You don’t know when you’re 
positively impacting the play with a cut-off, which means you don’t get 
much praise for each individual effort. (Your coaches can’t watch 
everyone at once, and it’s behind the play, so not doing it often goes 
unpunished.) But it’s a little thing good teams do consistently that makes 
them so difficult to play against. It can be a slog against a fully bought-in 
team who slows you down all over the ice, like the best Boston Bruins 
teams have over the past decade. 

The numbers in blue on the right show the bottom five in the NHL in goal-
against-per-game. That’s the Canucks there, in 30th. 

This Canucks D may not be the greatest, but I certainly don’t think they’re 
that bad. Their forwards have to help them out. 

Even offensive juggernauts can be contained with good defensive 
commitment from every position. If the Canucks want better results on 
Saturday, they can start by asking the forwards to better defend out of 
the offensive zone. 
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TSN.CA / ‘Hungry’ Matthews passionate about improving his shot 

 

By Mark Masters 

 

TSN Toronto Reporter Mark Masters reports on the Maple Leafs, who 
practised at the Ford Performance Centre on Friday ahead of Saturday’s 
game against the Vancouver Canucks. 

Jason Spezza and Auston Matthews led the Leafs to a convincing 7-3 
win on Thursday night and came within a whisker of ending a 56-year 
drought. Spezza scored three goals while Matthews potted a pair against 
the Vancouver Canucks. The last time two Leafs recorded a hat trick in 
the same game? Dave Keon and Bob Pulford did it against the New York 
Rangers in 1965.  

Matthews and Spezza were both back on the ice before practice on 
Friday working on their craft. Matthews was fine-tuning his shot.  

"He's passionate about it," observed coach Sheldon Keefe. "Whether it’s 
off-season or in-season, he wants to get the reps ... We know the 
dangerous weapon that he has, but I don't think he gets enough credit for 
the fact that he scores in so many different ways: different types of shots, 
far away from the net, close to the net, rebounds, tips, he scores in all 
different ways and that's probably the most impressive part."  

On Thursday night, Matthews scored in the first period by skating past 
J.T. Miller, who was covering for pinching defenceman Quinn Hughes, 
and beating Thatcher Demko five-hole off the rush. 

Matthews started the play behind the goal line in the Leafs zone helping 
his team gain possession.  

"He's such a big body," said defenceman Zach Bogosian, "and helps out 
the D down low winning battles and getting that puck going north so it's 
been fun to see." 

Later in the game, Matthews was in the perfect position at the side of the 
net to receive a no-look pass from Mitch Marner and bank a puck in off 
Demko.  

Matthews finished the night with seven shots and came close to securing 
his third career hat trick, but Demko stopped a one-timer from the 
Arizona native on the power play.  

"He's really hungry," said goalie Frederik Andersen. "He demands the 
puck and he shoots with purpose every time. He has so many different 
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kinds of shots that it's really tough to prepare or scout him. He picks his 
spots and has really good vision out there." 

Matthews has now scored in his last six games, matching his longest 
streak during one season. He'll look to set a new personal best on 
Saturday when the Leafs host the Canucks again.  

"One of the things that separates him from a lot of guys is how consistent 
he is and how he can create chances for himself every game," said 
Hyman, "so if he doesn't score in one game he definitely has a couple 
looks at it." 

Matthews has been held without a shot only four times in his 292 NHL 
games.  

"You can't put limitations on players of his calibre," said Keefe. “He's got 
elite talent, but he's got the elite drive to be great." 

Sheldon Keefe agrees that Auston Matthews has a great shot but doesn't 
think he gets enough credit for the different ways in which he does score. 
His teammates discuss the work he puts in and why his shot is so hard to 
defend against. 

 Matthews and Marner often highlight Spezza's work ethic, but the 18-
year pro is quick to return the compliment   

"The excitement and passion they have for the game rejuvenates the 
whole room," Spezza said, "and when you see your top guys work like 
that it makes everybody want to be better." 

Spezza is always looking to get better. The 37-year-old took part in 
Monday's optional practice and, per usual, was on the ice at Thursday's 
optional morning skate.  

"I just like to keep the engine running," he said. "I'm a guy who goes by a 
lot of feel." 

Matthews and Spezza hit it off immediately because they both love 
talking about sticks.  

"He can feel if the manufacturer made a little mistake or something," 
Andersen noted of Spezza. "If there are any inconsistencies he can pick 
it out really quick and feel it right away. The way he prepares is 
meticulous. The amount of time he spends in the stick room, he lives in 
there." 

Only hours after producing his first hat trick since April 9, 2016, Spezza 
was back on the ice ahead of practice working with Toronto's 
development staff.  

"It was so much fun for me to play with him last night," said linemate 
Travis Boyd, "and seeing him smiling after he got the third goal and even 
afterwards in the locker room, too. Somebody who does it a long time, 
you know, it's easy to lose the fun in it and it turns into a job versus 
something you've grown up playing and loving to do, but every day I 
come in and he seems happy."  

Spezza puts on vintage performance, Leafs claim top spot in North 
Division 

Jason Spezza scored a legit hat trick against Vancouver. No easy, cheap 
goals, and he showed off some of the skills that made him such a 
dynamic offensive throughout most of his career. With the dominant win, 
the Leafs now sit atop the league standings. The Canucks, on the other 
hand, find themselves struggling mightily to compete in the defensive 
end. The TSN Hockey panel weighs in on Toronto's convincing victory. 

Boyd and Nic Petan helped set up Spezza's second goal of the night on 
a perfectly executed three-on-two rush.  

Petan was making his season debut on Thursday while Boyd was playing 
just his third game with the Leafs. Keefe, who has tinkered with the look 
of the fourth line in six straight games, is going to give that trio a chance 
to build on the momentum created against the Canucks.  

"The one thing that they did really well, aside from producing offence and 
scoring, they carried play, they won shifts, they changed in the offensive 
zone and set up the next line very well," Keefe said. "Yesterday is a 
game where most things went our way, but the games are going to be 
more difficult and there are other areas of the game that they'll be 
challenged on and that's where we want to see their detail, the 
competitiveness and the physicality and all those things brought out." 

Boyd has generated four points in his three games.  

"I thought I should've been or could be an every-day NHL player for a few 
years now and that opportunity didn't work, didn't pan out in Washington," 
said Boyd, who played 24 games with Washington last season.  

What was his mindset upon arriving in Toronto?  

"I've played a decent amount of NHL games so just to believe in myself a 
little bit more and go out there and know I can be an every-day player 
and be someone who can help this team out," Boyd said. "Being 
confident and trusting myself and letting myself just play hockey again 
instead of getting too worried about if you make a turnover … just 
continue to, every night, show why you should be in the lineup."  

Boyd, 27, has now played in 88 NHL games over four seasons.  

KHL import Mikko Lehtonen, who has struggled to get up to speed with 
the North American game, will draw back into the lineup playing his fifth 
career NHL game on Saturday. 

"Today was the best practice Mikko's had with us in terms of the jump he 
had, some of the plays he made," said Keefe. "We played a little small-
area game to start practice and he made some very subtle, little plays 
within that that are things we've been really talking to him about and 
working at so I'm sure he's confident coming in. He's put in a lot of good 
work here over the last number of days on the development side. 
[Director of player development] Stephane Robidas has worked closely 
with him as has [assistant coach] Dave Hakstol." 

Rasmus Sandin, who hasn't played a game since March, will continue to 
wait for his chance. Keefe made a point to chat with the 20-year-old on 
the ice after practice wrapped.  

"Just letting him know Mikko is going to go tomorrow and just checking in 
with him, because obviously when he sees a guy go down that's when a 
player might think it's going to be his chance, but it's not quite yet," Keefe 
revealed. "I just reminded him that right now it's Mikko's time and we're 
giving him an opportunity here to try and get some traction ... Also, just 
reminded him that we haven't forgotten who Rasmus is and we know 
what he can bring and his time will come. He just has to remain patient 
as we go through this."  

Sheldon Keefe revealed that Travis Dermott will not be ready to go in 
time for Saturday's contest against the Canucks. Which means Mikko 
Lehtonen will be back in the lineup, Mark Masters has more on why 
Rasmus Sandin will have to continue to be patient. 

Spezza isn't the only veteran making a big impact. Wayne Simmonds 
fought for the second time this season on Thursday while logging 
second-line minutes alongside John Tavares and William Nylander. 
Bogosian is bringing a physical presence to the back end while eating up 
some penalty-kill minutes.  

Those two additions, along with injured forward Joe Thornton, have 
helped turn the Leafs room and bench into a louder place.  

"We've had a lot more chatter on our bench from everybody," said Keefe. 
"Simmonds and Bogosian have added a lot in that regard and Jumbo 
when he was in the lineup. But I've seen progression from everybody all 
the way through. Having multiple people that have that level of 
personality brings it out in others, too, whether it's John, Auston, Mitch, 
even Will, guys are stepping up in that regard. Whether it's encouraging 
one another or pushing each other it's been very good and an area we 
needed to improve upon." 

Lines at Friday's practice:  
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Hyman - Matthews - Marner  

Nylander - Tavares - Simmonds 

Vesey - Kerfoot - Mikheyev 

Petan - Boyd - Spezza 

Engvall, Barabanov  

Rielly - Brodie  

Muzzin - Holl 

Lehtonen - Bogosian 

Sandin - Brooks 

Andersen 

Hutchinson  

Injured: Dermott (charley horse), Thornton (fractured rib), Robertson 
(knee), Campbell (leg) 
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TSN.CA / Flames lacking chemistry, consistency during early struggles 

 

By Salim Valji 

 

Convened just six games into the season, it was humorously dubbed as 
“the earliest players-only meeting in NHL history.” 

After three straight losses – two to the Toronto Maple Leafs and one to 
the Montreal Canadiens – and getting called out by veteran forward Sean 
Monahan for their “lack of emotion” (words that have followed this group 
of Calgary Flames for the past couple of years), Flames players held 
what Seinfeld character Frank Costanza would refer to as the “airing of 
grievances” a week ago. 

Since then, the team has pulled off a pedestrian 2-2 record. After playing 
their best game of the season in the first game immediately following that 
meeting, a 2-0 shutdown of the Montreal Canadiens, where they had 23 
hits and 22 blocked shots, Calgary has reverted back to their old ways – 
taking periods off, falling behind early in games, and being too easy to 
play against. 

Indeed, after their latest loss on Thursday night, 4-1 to the Winnipeg Jets, 
two nights after a 3-2 defeat to the Jets, head coach Geoff Ward referred 
to those meetings as a “tape job” in how temporary their impact can be. 

“They last for about 15 minutes,” he said. “We got the immediate 
response in the hockey game against Montreal. We won the game.” 

After shutting out the Canadiens Saturday, the Flames went on to beat 
the Jets 4-3 in a shootout Monday before it all unravelled the following 
night. 

When assessing the team’s latest loss, Ward again referred to compete 
level and not allowing opponents to dictate the pace of the game. 

“Right now, we’re soft in a lot of areas of the hockey game,” he said. 

His players have voiced similar concerns. 

Rasmus Andersson, who has taken on a bigger role this year as a top-
pairing blueliner and quarterback of the first power-play unit, said that the 
team doesn’t play together as a five-man unit. 

“We don’t get the puck out when we should and we’re not clean,” he said 
after Thursday’s defeat, which dropped the Flames to 4-5-1 and second-
last place in the all-Canadian North Division. 

“We’re just kind of like throwing it away and we’re not playing as a unit of 
five out there in the second,” said Andersson. “It cost us one or two goals 
in the second and then, obviously, working uphill in the third and it’s 
tough to do that every other game.” 

After Tuesday’s loss to the Jets, veteran forward Derek Ryan used the 
word “stubborn” to describe the Flames when they revert from their game 
and attempt to carry the puck through the offensive zone instead of 
getting it behind defenders. 

If Flames fans were hoping that the early-season meeting of the minds 
would help reverse the team’s bad habits and inconsistencies that have 
carried over from years past, that might be wishful thinking. 

“I guess we haven’t responded as well as we would have liked to,” said 
Andrew Mangiapane, who scored for Calgary on Thursday. 

Andersson was even more succinct: "Not good enough." 

SPARKS OFF THE FIRE 

-The word ‘leadership’ has many definitions, and Flames forwards 
displayed one example after the Flames’ 3-2 loss to Winnipeg on 
Tuesday night. Backup goalie David Rittich got the start, allowing three 
goals in the first period before settling down and making key saves. 
Rittich, of course, will likely see less ice time this season given the off-
season signing of Jacob Markstrom. Rittich was asked after the game 
about his confidence and if the season has been frustrating. He 
responded that he was, in fact, confident, and that he still had a great 
attitude and work ethic. 

Unprompted, Ryan chimed in after Rittich: 

“I’ll jump in here real quick to second that. I think Dave’s done a really 
good job in a situation he’s probably not seen before or comfortable with. 
He’s been great around practice, working hard, and making sure he’s 
positive, so I think that he’s done a great job with that.” 

- It seems tough for the Flames to really be in a game on nights when 
Monahan and Johnny Gaudreau are shut down. The team needs more 
depth scoring. Mikael Backlund has just two goals, while Joakim 
Nordstrom, Dominik Simon, Josh Leivo, Derek Ryan, Juuso Valimaki, 
Nikita Nesterov, Sam Bennett and Noah Hanifin have yet to score in 
2020-21. The team’s 14 five-on-five goals ranks 24th in the league. 

- Department of weird stats: Among the 94 players who have taken at 
least 15 per cent of their teams’ faceoffs, Elias Lindholm is 13th in road 
faceoff winning percentage (58) and 90th in home faceoff winning 
percentage (36.8). 

- Ward hinted at lineup changes ahead of facing the Edmonton Oilers in 
this season’s first Battle of Alberta on Saturday night, saying that the 
players had been given a fair opportunity for 10 games. Given the 
common refrain that there needs to be more emotion and competitive fire 
in the lineup, Zac Rinaldo could make sense as a fourth line option. 
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TSN.CA / NHL, NHLPA investigating rapid tests to flatten COVID curve 

 

By Frank Seravalli 
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The National Hockey League announced four changes to its COVID-19 
protocols on Thursday, but more may well be on the way as the league 
looks to flatten the curve. 

Sources told TSN that the NHL and NHL Players’ Association are 
investigating instituting rapid testing for players and team personnel on 
game days. The hope is the rapid tests will help identify infected subjects 
who need to be isolated faster than the more accurate PCR nasal swab 
tests the league is currently using. 

The NHL has already layered in rapid testing in critical situations over the 
last week to 10 days. That is expected to continue as the league works 
on obtaining more tests. 

A total of 26 games have now been postponed this season, 17 in the 
month of February alone. 

The Colorado Avalanche were the latest club to hit pause on their season 
on Thursday night. The Avs’ next four games have been postponed, at 
least through Feb. 11. They faced a Minnesota Wild team on Tuesday 
night that was notified after the game that at least five of its players 
tested positive from samples taken that morning. 

Results from the NHL’s current PCR testing schedule take upwards of 24 
hours to return; players and team personnel are typically tested each 
morning, so those test results may not be available until after that team 
practices or plays that day. 

The Avalanche are the fifth team concurrently shut down, joining Buffalo, 
Minnesota, New Jersey and Vegas. 

They are the only team to date, though, whose announcement included 
language that the decision to shut down was made in conjunction with a 
regional health authority. 

"The decision was made by the league’s, the NHLPA’s and club’s 
medical groups in conjunction with the Colorado Department of Health, 
who determined that more caution was warranted while the parties are 
analyzing test results in the coming days," the NHL’s statement said. 

Two weeks after saying it was not contemplating any protocol changes, 
the NHL is now considering all of its options. 

"I think it’s safe to say we are looking at and rethinking everything – top 
to bottom," NHL deputy commissioner Bill Daly told TSN’s Pierre LeBrun 
on Thursday. 

So far, only one player on the seven Canadian-based teams has tested 
positive since training camp broke. 

In addition to the players listed as unavailable on the NHL’s daily COVID-
19 list, at least two NHL general managers and two NHL head coaches 
have also tested positive, including 61-year-old Buffalo Sabres coach 
Ralph Krueger, as the team announced Thursday. 

NHL commissioner Gary Bettman pointed out in a statement on Monday 
that "while we have seen almost 100 players enter our COVID protocols, 
fewer than half have done so because of confirmed positive tests – and 
among that group, many have not been symptomatic." 

Nonetheless, what is clear through the NHL’s changes on Thursday is 
that the league is concerned about player-to-player transmission among 
teammates in close proximity. 

The league mandated the removal of glass partitions behind benches to 
increase air flow; it recommended that players physically distance by at 
least six feet between stalls in locker rooms; it is considering deployable 
air cleaners with HEPA filters to mitigate airborne transmission; and it 
asked players to limit their time spent at the rink before games. 

Players around the league began to vocally push back against that last 
measure, to the point that the NHL and NHLPA softened the language to 
a mere recommendation on Thursday night. 

While the NHL would prefer that players not arrive until one hour and 45 
minutes before game time now, it will not bar players from entering 
earlier as is their routine or custom. 

"This is pretty much the only place we’re allowed to come," Winnipeg 
Jets forward Andrew Copp told reporters Thursday. "We’re not supposed 
to go to each other’s houses, we’re not going to restaurants, we’re not 
pretty much doing anything, so the one place that we’ve made a safe 
space is the locker room and the rink … I don’t see what the difference 
between a 5:15 [p.m.] and 4:15 [p.m.] entrance [is] for guys. Really upset 
about it." 

But if viral transmission between teammates has been confirmed, if not 
explicitly by the NHL, no one has yet been able to connect the dots 
scientifically on possible transmission between opponents on the ice 
surface. 

That possibility has raised the eyebrows of many – from league and team 
executives to medical experts to even regional and local health 
authorities who monitor and sanction the sport. 

The Athletic reported this week the Buffalo Sabres were "furious" for 
"being forced into a dangerous situation" by hosting a New Jersey team 
in back-to-back games "despite the Devils showing significant signs of an 
outbreak." 

Two New Jersey players (Mackenzie Blackwood and Travis Zajac) were 
in the NHL’s COVID-19 protocol before travelling to Buffalo. A third, 
Connor Carrick, was added on Jan. 30 after their afternoon game was 
completed. Then Kyle Palmieri and Sami Vatanen were added to the list 
on Jan. 31 after the teams split the weekend set. 

The Sabres had zero players in the COVID-19 protocol before facing 
New Jersey. 

Two days later, Buffalo’s Taylor Hall and Rasmus Ristolainen appeared 
on the list. Brandon Montour and Tobias Rieder followed on Wednesday. 
Then on Thursday, the Sabres announced Krueger tested positive, while 
Jake McCabe was also added to the list. 

By Wednesday, the Devils had 16 players on the COVID-19 list. 

A similar situation repeated itself in Denver. Five players from Minnesota 
were added to the COVID-19 list on Wednesday after facing Colorado on 
Tuesday, and the Avalanche were shut down by Thursday with the 
Colorado Department of Health beginning to connect those dots. 

Given that anecdotal evidence, it would - at the very least - be impossible 
to definitively declare that players are not transmitting the virus while in 
close contact on the ice. 

An NHL move to rapid testing may help cut down on the number of 
undetected positive COVID-19 participants by generating results before 
games are played, thus cutting down on the spread. 

According to sources, two roadblocks have stood in the way of a move to 
rapid tests. One is availability; rapid tests are in short supply. Secondly, 
the NHL and NHLPA have been concerned about the inaccuracy in rapid 
testing, with the number of false positives and false negatives produced. 
The league is believed to be seeking rapid tests from Merck, believed to 
be the most accurate on the market, the same brand used by the NBA - 
which rapid tests its players and staff up to three times per day. 

The NHL's more accurate PCR tests may have worked in the controlled 
bubble environments in Edmonton and Toronto, but might not be as 
effective with 31 teams travelling to face each other. 

Sources suggested the cost to switch to rapid testing may be upwards of 
an incremental $8 to $10 million for the remainder of this 56-game 
season. 

Rapid testing is not a cure all, no magic wand the NHL can wave at an 
airborne virus. But it may reduce the likelihood of a league-wide pause to 
the season and help preserve the runway the NHL built into its schedule. 
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The NHL says it is continuing to adapt in this most unusual season, 
continuing to explore additional preventative measures as the number of 
positive tests league-wide continue to climb. 

"As we continue to learn about the nature and transmission of COVID-19, 
we are trying to identify the relevant aspects of our game that are either 
unique or common among other sports and adjust our Protocols 
accordingly," NHL chief medical officer Dr. Willem Meeuwisse said in a 
statement Thursday. "We will continue to analyze all of these factors and 
the related medical data will continue to drive all of our decisions." 
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