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One year later: What’s changed for the Hurricanes since COVID-19 shut down the NHL  

By Chip Alexander  

Jordan Martinook recalls being concerned, but not overly 
concerned, on the Carolina Hurricanes’ team flight back to 
Raleigh from New Jersey. 

It was March 12, 2020. The night before, the NBA 
announced it was shutting down. On March 12, the NHL did 
the same, commissioner Gary Bettman announcing a 
“pause” in play because of the gathering storm that was a 
coronavirus pandemic that would worsen each day, creating 
a deepening, vastly troubling health crisis.  

“I don’t think I took it seriously enough,” Martinook, a Canes 
forward, said on a media call Thursday. “When we were 
flying back it was kind of like, ‘OK, we’re going to shut down 
for a week and then we’ll back at it. That’ll be it.’ 

“Obviously that was not the case. It was like, ‘Bang, you’re 
stopping.’” 

The NHL would play again in 2020, but only after the players 
were good with it and worked out facets of an extension on 
the league’s collective bargaining agreement. The 2020 
Stanley Cup playoffs began in August. The playoffs were 
held in two hub cities, Toronto and Edmonton, in protective 
bubbles with tightened security. Some 33,000 coronavirus 
tests were conducted and the games played in empty 
arenas. 

Finally, a 2020 Stanley Cup champion was determined. The 
Tampa Bay Lightning won, the players lifted the cup and 
skated about a quiet Rogers Place in Edmonton.  

“We were able to do business. It was all harder,” Bettman 
said Thursday on a media call. “We made decisions on real 
time ... and tried to make the best decisions.” 

While there was hockey, there was so much uncertainty and 
unknowns about the virus. COVID-19 positive test rates 
soared. The death rate soared. When would it peak? No one 
knew. 

The U.S. unemployment rate also soared as people lost their 
jobs and the ability to care for their families. Others could not 
see family members with the fear of spreading the virus.  

“It’s sad to look back and see how many lives it affected all 
around the world,” Canes defenseman Jaccob Slavin said 
Thursday.  

The Canes had won 5-2 on March 10 in Detroit, their third 
straight victory. Rookie Morgan Geekie was the talk of the 
team, scoring three goals in his first two NHL games. The 
Canes were in a playoff wild-card spot. Goalie Petr Mrazek 
was back from injury. It was all good for the Canes. 

But the novel coronavirus was spreading across North 
America. The first positive case was reported in Wake 
County on March 3. On March 10, Gov. Roy Cooper 
declared a state of emergency for North Carolina. 

Time to pause the NHL, NBA 

While in Detroit, the Canes had stayed at the Westin Book 
Cadillac hotel. In the hotel before them had been the Utah 
Jazz of the NBA, in town to play the Pistons.  

Then, it all started to rapidly shut down. On March 11, Rudy 
Gobert of the Jazz tested positive for COVID-19 and the 
Jazz-Oklahoma City Thunder game was called off minutes 
before tipoff that night. The NBA quickly moved to suspend 
its season.  

“It was clear that sooner or later we were going to have a 
positive test. It was time to take a pause,” Bettman said.  

In Detroit, John Forslund, the Canes’ television play-by-play 
man, had stayed in Gobert’s hotel room after the player 
checked out. After the return from New Jersey, where the 
Canes were to play the Devils on March 12, Forslund had to 
go into a two-week quarantine in the basement of his home, 
unsure what would come next: sickness, nothing. 

“It was like being hit with a ton of bricks,” Forslund said 
Friday. “It directly hit me and I think I could quickly 
understand the ramifications of what was to come. It was an 
anxious time.” 

Forslund would be fine physically but his life, like others in 
the pandemic, would change. His contract with the team 
expired at the end of June 2020 and a new one could not be 
agreed upon, leading to his departure from the franchise. 
When the Canes next played a game, in the 2020 
postseason in Toronto, Mike Maniscalco had taken over 
Forslund’s job. 

“With respect to people who were sick or lost their lives, 
we’ve all had issues, we’ve all had our lives turned upside 
down,” Forslund said. “Everyone has been touched by this, 
but on a personal level it was a complete about-face.” 

Forslund, once so big a part of the Hurricanes’ brand, has 
since been hired by the Seattle Kraken, the newest NHL 
expansion team, to be their TV play-by-play man.  

“It’s hard to believe so much has happened in a year,” Canes 
coach Rod Brind’Amour said this week. “Forget about 
hockey. Just in general. That seems like years and years 
ago. 

“It just felt surreal. I remember we were in New Jersey and 
the basketball got canceled that night and then it was just 
kind of of ‘What’s going on?’ Then, the dominoes started 
falling everywhere. No one knew what was coming next.” 

The Canes would play in the 2020 postseason, sweeping the 
New York Rangers before losing to the Boston Bruins in 
Toronto. Another wait began as NHL coaches and players 
could only guess when the 2020-21 season would begin or 
how many games would be played. 



 

CAROLINA HURRICANES 
NEWS CLIPPINGS • March 13, 2021 

 

The answers: Jan. 13 and 56 regular-season games. There 
would be four new divisions, with all games played within the 
division. The Hurricanes became a Central Division team. 

Coronavirus a daily concern 

Bettman said Thursday it was likely the league would return 
to a more traditional alignment in 2021-22, noting, “We did 
what we had to do this year to play.” 

COVID continues to be a daily concern for the NHL. The 
Canes have had six players on the NHL’s COVID-19 protocol 
list and unavailable to play, including team captain Jordan 
Staal.  

Masks and social distancing are a must for the players off 
the ice. No more team meals. More isolation on the road. 

Only recently has the NHL protocol list been significantly 
pared down -- five players on Thursday.  

“It’s almost hard to believe we’ve all been at this for a year 
and we’re still not done,” Bettman said. “Yes, there’s light at 
the end of the tunnel, but also this isn’t a time to let our guard 
down or our vigilance.  

“With the test results coming in we have had to live this day 
to day. We’ve had to react to things on a day to day basis. ... 
Our goal was to power on through this as best we could 

understanding health and safety had to be the No. 1 priority. 
And it always was.” 

Honoring health care, frontline workers 

With Gov. Cooper easing COVID restrictions in North 
Carolina for indoor events, the Canes were allowed to start 
bringing fans back in PNC Arena in a limited capacity last 
week. Attendance was a little more than 2,900 fans for the 
Canes’ latest home games. Small, but a start. 

“The fans are the backbone of any sports league,” Martinook 
said. “They bring what’s good to the game.” 

With the fans back, the Canes again began having a 
postgame Storm Surge after victories at PNC Arena, but with 
a different twist. They clap and then raise their sticks to 
salute a local health professional or frontline worker who is 
being honored on the scoreboard -- as Martinook put it, 
“Those who have kept the world going.” 

What a year. 

“It’s crazy,” Slavin said Thursday.”It seems like the year took 
forever but also flew by at the same time. Obviously, there 
was a lot of quality time with the family, so that was nice, but 
in terms of the hockey world and going into a playoff bubble 
to where we are now with being able to have fans in the 
building, it’s exciting.”
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Seth Jarvis Impresses in AHL Stint 

Jarvis led AHL in scoring with 11 points (7g, 4a) in nine 
games 

By Michael Smith 

It was a forgone conclusion that Seth Jarvis' time in the 
American Hockey League this year would be limited, but he 
sure made the most of it. 

In nine games with the Chicago Wolves, Jarvis vaulted to the 
top of the scoring list in the AHL with 11 points (7g, 4a), and 
he did that at just 19 years of age. 

"The production is great. With skilled players, you want them 
to produce. Having said that, I think his overall game is as 
impressive and doesn't show up in the numbers," Assistant 
General Manager Darren Yorke said. "He is a kid playing 
against men, and there's no backing down. There's no 
viewing of him looking and playing like his age. Everything 
from off-ice to on-ice, he was playing beyond his age." 

Five months ago, the Canes selected Jarvis with the 13th 
overall pick in the 2020 NHL Draft. Though he was only able 
to be virtually introduced to the organization in early October, 
the Canes knew the dynamic, game-breaking talent they had 
added to their prospect pipeline. 

Jarvis put pen to paper on his entry-level contract in late 
December, as he arrived in Raleigh for the start of training 
camp. (Hear from Jarvis shortly after signing that contract on 
episode 155 of CanesCast at the 41:35 mark.) 

"Seth's been great since the moment he got here," Yorke 
said. "Any time with a prospect, you want to see progression. 
With him, every day he got better. He took the teachings 
from training camp and adapted that to real-game situations 
in Chicago." 

It didn't take long for Jarvis to make an impact in the AHL. 
Just four days after celebrating his 19th birthday, he scored a 
goal in his debut with the Wolves, what was the game winner 

in a 3-1 final against Grand Rapids. Jarvis then scored in 
each of the next three games and recorded points in six 
straight to start the season. He was held off the scoresheet 
only twice in his first nine games as a professional. 

"The AHL is obviously bigger, stronger and faster than his 
everyday games in junior, and it didn't seem to matter," 
Yorke said. "He understood time and space as well as any 
19-year-old is able to do in such a short amount of time. His 
ability to understand the game, play with pace and be 
competitive allowed him to have success. I think it's 
something he needs to be proud of given how much he 
accomplished in such a short amount of time." 

Given his early production, it would have been a bonus to 
see Jarvis play the balance of the season in the AHL. But 
rules are rules, and per the stipulations of the transfer 
agreement between the National Hockey League and the 
Canadian Hockey League (and its member leagues), drafted 
junior players must be 20 years old to compete in the AHL. 

Jarvis was only able to log a month in Chicago while the 
Western Hockey League finalized plans for a shortened 2021 
season. Jarvis then had to return to the Portland 
Winterhawks, but in any other non-pandemic season, he 
would have bypassed the AHL entirely after training camp. 

This stint, even if it was just nine games, was a bonus in 
itself and a valuable one for his development. 

"The key takeaway here is that now he has a baseline of 
where his game needs to be. He has an understanding of 
where the next level is. He got a little bit of a taste, and now 
it's on him to continually jump over that bar," Yorke said. 
"This puts him in a position to take what he's learned here, 
go to Portland, own that league, continue to be that offensive 
player with the understanding that he still needs to work on 
defensively, have a great summer and continue this skyward 
progression to take it into training camp next year."
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Tweetmail: How Will the Canes Handle the Goalie Rotation? 

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. 

With Ned playing well and Mrazek coming back soon, do the 
Canes go with a three-goalie rotation for at least the rest of 
the regular season? - @jeffg2112 

This is the question on a lot of minds right now, for sure, and 
I'm glad I don't have to be the one making the decision. 

I don't know that it's practical to rotate between three 
goaltenders. There are only two nets in practice, so reps for 
each goalie dip when you have a third in the mix. The easy 
answer is to roll with Petr Mrazek and James Reimer, as was 
the plan from the first day of the regular season. But Alex 
Nedeljkovic has only improved with each game that he's 
taken to the crease. In his first three starts, Nedeljkovic was 
1-1-1 with a 3.23 goals-against average and an .886 save 
percentage. In his five starts since, he's 4-1-0 with a 1.59 
goals-against average, a .948 save percentage and one 
shutout, his first in the NHL. 

What do you do? Do you pick one of Reimer or Nedeljkovic? 
Do you try to make a rotation of three work? 

Again, I'm glad I'm not the one who actually has to weigh in 
on this. It's something to keep an eye on in the weeks to 
come. 

Speaking of lineup decisions … 

What should happen when Tro and Turbo come back? 
Geekie just keeps proving himself, and Lorentz is looking 
more and more comfortable. So, this looks messy and 
confusing to me. - @AddieCSmith 

This is the simultaneous beauty and heartache of depth, 
right? When Vincent Trocheck and Teuvo Teravainen are 
healthy and ready to re-enter the lineup, they will. As for who 
comes out depends on a number of factors, including if there 
are any additional injuries between now and then. You're 
right in that Steven Lorentz is looking more comfortable in 
the NHL with each passing game, and Morgan Geekie's two-
goal performance in his return to the lineup against Nashville 
was exactly what you wanted to see from him after a brief 
and productive stint in Chicago in late February. 

Depth is a great problem to have, a luxury that the Canes 
weren't afforded a few years ago. It's much better to hand-
wring about who to bring out of the lineup than face the 
unfortunate reality of not having quality depth to get by when 
the injury bug inevitably hits, especially in a season like this. 

"You hope it shows we have a lot of good players and depth. 
Obviously we need it right now," head coach Rod 
Brind'Amour said on Thursday night. "It's not ideal. You'd like 
to have your full group, but not many teams in the league do 

right now. That's just the way it is. … You're going to have to 
have depth to be successful this year." 

Are the Canes paying much attention to their location in the 
standings in regards to both the Central Division and league 
in general? - @Tom_Hannigan237 

Yes and no. I'll explain. 

When you're entrenched in the game like the players, 
coaches and staff of every team are, it's impossible to not at 
least have some idea about what's happening elsewhere. 

In saying that, the standings are not something the Canes 
are actively paying attention to. They can't have that 
mindset. If I can invoke strength and conditioning coach Bill 
Burniston here, the goal is to win the day and go 1-0. That's 
the sole focus. It's cliché, but it's true: You take it one day at 
a time because if you step back and take a look at the larger 
picture, you can get lost in it all. 

In a season like this, especially, it's tough to get a firm grasp 
on the standings from one day to the next because games 
played are so varied right now. On Tuesday, the Canes were 
in first place in the Central Division for all of about 10 
minutes until Tampa Bay's game went final. Now, the Canes 
are back in first, but that could change again on Saturday. 

The bottom line: Take care of your own business first, and 
everything else will fall into place. 

Is there an All-Star Game? Or some recognition for each 
team this year? - @gdizz79 

There's no NHL All-Star Game this year. The schedule is too 
compact, and given NHL health and safety protocols (plus, 
the North Division and border restrictions), the logistics make 
it way more trouble than it's worth. In fact, the next All-Star 
Weekend is likely to be in 2023, given that the NHL plans on 
returning to the Winter Olympics in 2022. 

Recognizing potential All Stars could be a fun mental 
exercise. Maybe it's something TV's Mike Maniscalco and I 
tackle on an upcoming episode of CanesCast. Is that 
something you'd be interested in hearing? Let us know. 

For sponsors this season, I've seen ads on the boards, 
stands and even the glass, but I only see ours on our glass 
(home and away) and not any other team's. I'm just confused 
on how that works. - @katie_030305 

With ticket sales not heavily factoring in to the financial 
puzzle this season, the league introduced a number of 
additional revenue streams through advertising. There are 
helmet ad stickers, something that sounds like could stick 
around for seasons to come, and why not? They're largely 
unobtrusive, especially on the Canes' helmets. There are 
ads on seat covers, a sponsorship element that likely won't 
exist beyond this season, given that the goal is to have full 
buildings come the 2021-22 regular campaign. There are 
stickers on the glass right above the dasher boards, another 
revenue generator that's likely specific to this season, given 
the premium dollar amount that seats along the glass 
command. 
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There are also a number of digital ad opportunities, and I 
believe this is what you're referencing, Katie. Through 
technological magic, teams are able to digitally place ads just 
inside the blue lines (where you'd typically see the "NHL 
Faceoff" or "Stanley Cup Playoffs" logos) and on the glass 

on the half-wall and behind the net in either zone. Since 
these only exist digitally - appearing on television or in 
highlight packages after the fact - this is a sponsorship 
opportunity that could exist beyond this season, as well.

 

 

 

 

About Last Night: Lucky Number Seven 

The Carolina Hurricanes advanced their winning-streak to 
seven games. Two other streaks also reached the same 
mark. 

By Zeke Lukow 

The Carolina Hurricanes won their seventh game in a row on 
Thursday night in PNC Arena, their fourth win against the 
Nashville Predators this season. They were powered by 
three goals in just 2:21 during the opening period. 

The night also marked the 400th game for both Cerdic 
Pacquette and Jaccob Slavin. 

No Trocheck, No Problem 

Yesterday head coach Rod Brind’Amour had announced that 
Vincent Trocheck would miss Thursday’s game with an injury 
sustained in their last game against the Predators. 

Trocheck’s loss is a huge one for the Canes as he leads the 
team in goals (13) and points (24). Without the three deep 
centers, Brind’Amour shuffled up the lines from having three 
skilled lines to a real top six. Sebastian Aho moved up to 
center Martin Necas and Nino Niederreiter and Martinook 
moved up to center Brock McGinn and Warren Foegele. 

The Martinook, Foegele and McGinn line was a great energy 
line. They should be called all gas, no hands, but McGinn 
messed that up with a great one-timer goal in the three-goal 
sequence in the first period.  

The biggest change seemed to come from Aho getting to 
play with more skilled wingers. The line combined for the 
most high danger scoring chances of any line. They also had 
more controlled entries than Aho had when playing with 
Foegele and McGinn.  

The Corsi numbers don’t look great for many in this game as 
most of the third was a blowout and the foot was certainly off 
the gas, but it was fun watching Aho’s passes actually find a 
player that could handle them. The game was much cleaner 
and visually smoother than the game on Tuesday. 

Good Things Come in Sevens 

Not only do the Canes have a seven-game win-streak there 
are a couple of other seven-game streaks. Defender Dougie 
Hamilton increased his assist streak to seven games with 

one goal, eight assists in his last seven. This is the first time 
that a Canes defenseman has recorded a seven-game assist 
streak since relocation. The assist came in the third period 
on the power-play goal scored by Martin Necas. 

Speaking of the power play, the Carolina Hurricanes now 
also have a seven-game, power-play goal streak. They 
entered the game ranked third in the league with a 29.8% 
success rate but will end the night ranked first after being 
bumped up to 32.2% on the back of a perfect night.  

Tonight both units were firing on all cylinders. The second 
unit scored two of the goals thanks to Morgan Geekie. 
Geekie, who was activated for the game to replace Trocheck’ 
scored off a deflection and an odd=angle bounce. This multi-
goal performance also means that Geekie has six goals in 
three games that he has played in months ending in “arch.”  

AHL Connection 

Both of Geekie’s power-play goals were directly assisted by 
Jake Bean. Bean was asked about their connection after the 
game and mentioned that their time in the AHL together has 
been a big help and he knew exactly where Geekie was 
going to be on the power play.  

“Yeah, absolutely. Obviously, we played together in the 
American League, and he played that spot on the power play 
in junior and Tri-City as well.”  

So despite little to no practice time together on the power 
play, this connection worked twice, including a Bean shot 
redirect from Geekie for the first goal. Bean has continued 
his exceptional play and tonight raised his total to eight 
assists on the year. He now has nine total points in 16 
games played.  

He hasn’t just been good on the power play; he has excelled 
with partner Haydn Fleury who he, you guessed it, played in 
the AHL with. They are the second-best pairing for the 
Hurricanes this year that has played over 25 minutes 
together. Their 56.61% corsi for is only bested by the pairing 
of Hamilton and Brady Skjei’s 58.20%. Their 2.76 xGF/60 is 
also the highest on the team. 

The big thing to notice with Bean is in the defensive zone. 
When a player has the puck on their stick awaiting a 
breakout some can look rushed and fidgety and others don’t. 
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When a player is charging Skjei he can make mistakes, for 
Bean, it looks like time slows down, and he always makes 
the right play. Some of this ability comes with familiarity with 
your partner. 

That First Place Feeling 

The Canes will sit in first place for at least a full night after 
the Tampa Bay Lightning fell to the Detroit Red Wings by a 

score of 6-4. The Lightning still have one game in hand and 
the top three teams are all still within a point of each other.  

The Canes now have a couple of days to get right before 
they take on the juggernauts up in Detroit. Both Florida 
teams will be in action on Saturday, so the Canes could 
enter their next game back in third. What a wild year.

  

 

 

The NHL's Five Most Surprising Performances of 2020-21 So Far 

By Matt Larkin 

Short-season sample sizes can be fun. They often produce 
unexpected stars whose numbers don’t have time to regress 
over an 82-game schedule. In the 1994-95 season, Ken 
Wregget led all goalies in wins. In 2012-13, thanks to a late 
Sidney Crosby injury, Martin St-Louis became the oldest 
scoring champion in NHL history at 37. And the abbreviated 
2020-21 campaign is producing some surprise heroes, 
particularly among aging veterans thought to be long past 
their primes. 

Who are the most unexpectedly awesome performers of the 
2020-21 season? The list is long, and the likes of Marc-
Andre Fleury, Ondrej Palat and Joe Pavelski seriously 
warrant consideration, but these are my picks for the five 
biggest shockers so far. How sustainable are their efforts 
between now and the end of the season? 

DUSTIN BROWN, RW, KINGS 

It’s been a long time since the rugged Brown, 36, was 
considered a bona fide top-six forward in the NHL. The Kings 
won their last Stanley Cup seven years ago. He relinquished 
the captaincy to Anze Kopitar five years ago. Before 2020-
21, Brown had failed to reach 20 goals or 40 points in five of 
his previous seven seasons. He was producing at roughly 
career-low rates in terms of generating chances and shots at 
5-on-5 over his past couple seasons. But now? Brown’s 13 
goals in 25 games lead the Kings and tie him for seventh in 
the NHL. 

So what’s changed? Honestly…not much. Brown isn't 
generating any more chances this year than he has in recent 
seasons. The reason why he’s scoring is luck. He’s 
converted 20 percent of his shots, more than double his 
career efficiency of 9.9. And we can’t say he’s scoring more 
because he’s improved his shot quality. He’s averaging the 
fewest scoring chances and high-danger chances per 60 of 
his career at 5-on-5. He actually has the lowest expected 
goals per 60 of his career. Sustainability: 2/10 

KEVIN LANKINEN, G, BLACKHAWKS 

What a story! Lankinen, 25, went undrafted. He didn’t play 
hockey in North America until 2018-19 with AHL Rockford. 
He was considered the No. 3 option in a three-man 
competition with Malcolm Subban and Collin Delia for the 
Blackhawks’ vacant No. 1 netminding job after they moved 

on from Corey Crawford. Now, halfway through the season, 
he’d have a shot to be a Vezina Trophy finalist if the vote 
happened today. He has propped up a poor defensive club 
and kept it comfortably in a playoff position. Lankinen has 
managed a .919 save percentage despite facing the third 
most shots per 60 at 5-on-5 among goalies with 500-plus 
minutes played. 

So is he the real deal? Lankinen was no joke in Finland. He 
guided the national team to gold at the 2019 World 
Championship, posting sparkling numbers. That he’s been 
as brilliant as he has while facing such a difficult workload is 
a testament to his ability. He sure looks like an NHL 
goaltender. That said, a team can only hang its goalie out to 
dry so many times. Lankinen’s regression has already 
begun. His save percentages by month are .937, .917 and 
.893. It doesn’t mean he’s going to fade into oblivion. It just 
means there’s a reason why he’s getting his first NHL 
opportunity at 25. Perhaps the real Lankinen is something 
better than average but not yet great. Sustainability: 6/10  

MIKE SMITH, G, OILERS 

Sam Montembeault. Martin Jones. Michael Hutchinson. Mike 
Smith. Those are the bottom five goalies in goals saved 
above average per 60 minutes at 5-on-5 from 2018-19 
through 2019-20 (min. 1,000 minutes). That’s a fancy way of 
saying Smith graded out as one of the five worst goalies in 
the league over that span. And could you blame him? He 
was in his late 30s, after all. It was an accomplishment that 
he was still in the league. 

Yet here we are in 2020-21, and the same Smith who got 
nuked for five goals in 27 minutes during his only post-
season appearance last year…has been one of the best 
goalies in the NHL. At age 38. Only Andrei Vasilevskiy has 
fared better than Smith against high-danger shots. Smith’s 
.927 SP is the second-best of his career. What’s interesting 
about Smith’s 2020-21 situation is that he appears to be 
responding to a an improved defense in front of him. Smith 
averages one fewer shot against and one fewer high-danger 
shot against per 60. So can the Oilers count on this caliber of 
goaltending through the end of the season? It’s tough to say. 
There’s always a risk of a 38-year-old athlete’s play falling off 
a cliff at any point, and Smith’s improved play has been 
dependent on him faring amazingly well against high-quality 
chances. But Smith doesn’t actually have a history of 
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breaking down late in seasons. He’s actually a stronger 
second half goalie than first half goalie in his career. So 
maybe he keeps the magic going a couple more months. 
Sustainability: 5/10 

.JORDAN STAAL, C, HURRICANES 

Staal’s career highs in goals, assists and points entering 
Season 15 of his career: 25, 29, 50. Staal’s pro-rated pace 
this season at 32 years old: 34-41-75. Where is the offensive 
explosion coming from? Even more so than Brown in L.A., 
Staal is relying on freak luck. He is actually posting career 
lows across the board in shot generation, chance generation 
and high-danger shot attempts. He has never put fewer 
pucks on net per 60 than he has so far this season. He's 
scoring because an 11.5-percent career shooter is clicking at 
22 percent right now. Not sustainable. What might be 
sustainable, however, is a Selke Trophy campaign. Staal is 
winning more than 59 percent of his faceoffs, he’s averaging 
2:28 of shorthanded ice time per game for a team with a top-
10 penalty kill, and he’s matching up against opponents' top 
forwards every game. So while the offensive numbers look 
fluky, perhaps he’ll keep getting recognition for his overall 
body of work. Sustainability chances: 4/10 

TYLER TOFFOLI, RW, CANADIENS 

Freed from a conservative offensive system in L.A. with a 
mid-season trade last year, the natural goal-scorer Toffoli 
blossomed into a point-per-game producer with the 
Vancouver Canucks, and he’s maintained roughly that pace 
in his first season with the Habs after signing a four-year, 
$17-million contract. His 15 goals place him third in the 
league behind only superstars Auston Matthews and Connor 
McDavid. Is Toffoli experiencing a mid-career glow-up at 28?  

He doesn’t pass the shooting-percentage test. He’s at 18.8, 
easily his highest mark ever. He’s at 10.8 for his career, and 
his best shooting season ever was 14.8 before this one. That 
said, Toffoli’s work isn’t entirely fluky. He’s scoring on more 
of his shots, but that’s largely because he’s getting higher-
quality shots. He’s generating the most scoring chances and 
high-danger chances per 60 of his career. So it’s not a case 
of simply writing off Toffoli’s hot start. He's becoming a more 
dangerous shooter. We’re seeing legitimate differences in his 
output this season, so he could remain a top-10 goal scorer 
in the league all year. Sustainability chances: 8/10

 

 

 

 

TODAY’S LINKS 
https://www.newsobserver.com/sports/nhl/carolina-hurricanes/article249865923.html 
https://www.nhl.com/hurricanes/news/seth-jarvis-impresses-in-ahl-stint/c-322426144 

https://www.nhl.com/hurricanes/news/tweetmail-how-will-the-canes-handle-goaltender-rotation/c-322430194 
https://www.canescountry.com/2021/3/12/22326338/about-last-night-carolina-hurricanes-lucky-number-seven 

https://www.si.com/hockey/news/the-nhls-five-most-surprising-performances-of-2020-21-so-far 
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One year later: What’s changed for the Hurricanes since COVID-19 shut 
down the NHL 

 

BY CHIP ALEXANDER 

MARCH 12, 2021 10:59 AM,  

 

Jordan Martinook recalls being concerned, but not overly concerned, on 
the Carolina Hurricanes’ team flight back to Raleigh from New Jersey. 

It was March 12, 2020. The night before, the NBA announced it was 
shutting down. On March 12, the NHL did the same, commissioner Gary 
Bettman announcing a “pause” in play because of the gathering storm 
that was a coronavirus pandemic that would worsen each day, creating a 
deepening, vastly troubling health crisis. 

“I don’t think I took it seriously enough,” Martinook, a Canes forward, said 
on a media call Thursday. “When we were flying back it was kind of like, 
‘OK, we’re going to shut down for a week and then we’ll back at it. That’ll 
be it.’ 
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“Obviously that was not the case. It was like, ‘Bang, you’re stopping.’” 

The NHL would play again in 2020, but only after the players were good 
with it and worked out facets of an extension on the league’s collective 
bargaining agreement. The 2020 Stanley Cup playoffs began in August. 
The playoffs were held in two hub cities, Toronto and Edmonton, in 
protective bubbles with tightened security. Some 33,000 coronavirus 
tests were conducted and the games played in empty arenas. 

Finally, a 2020 Stanley Cup champion was determined. The Tampa Bay 
Lightning won, the players lifted the cup and skated about a quiet Rogers 
Place in Edmonton. 

“We were able to do business. It was all harder,” Bettman said Thursday 
on a media call. “We made decisions on real time ... and tried to make 
the best decisions.” 

While there was hockey, there was so much uncertainty and unknowns 
about the virus. COVID-19 positive test rates soared. The death rate 
soared. When would it peak? No one knew. 

The U.S. unemployment rate also soared as people lost their jobs and 
the ability to care for their families. Others could not see family members 
with the fear of spreading the virus. 

“It’s sad to look back and see how many lives it affected all around the 
world,” Canes defenseman Jaccob Slavin said Thursday. 

The Canes had won 5-2 on March 10 in Detroit, their third straight 
victory. Rookie Morgan Geekie was the talk of the team, scoring three 
goals in his first two NHL games. The Canes were in a playoff wild-card 
spot. Goalie Petr Mrazek was back from injury. It was all good for the 
Canes. 

But the novel coronavirus was spreading across North America. The first 
positive case was reported in Wake County on March 3. On March 10, 
Gov. Roy Cooper declared a state of emergency for North Carolina. 

TIME TO PAUSE THE NHL, NBA 

While in Detroit, the Canes had stayed at the Westin Book Cadillac hotel. 
In the hotel before them had been the Utah Jazz of the NBA, in town to 
play the Pistons. 

Then, it all started to rapidly shut down. On March 11, Rudy Gobert of the 
Jazz tested positive for COVID-19 and the Jazz-Oklahoma City Thunder 
game was called off minutes before tipoff that night. The NBA quickly 
moved to suspend its season. 

“It was clear that sooner or later we were going to have a positive test. It 
was time to take a pause,” Bettman said. 

In Detroit, John Forslund, the Canes’ television play-by-play man, had 
stayed in Gobert’s hotel room after the player checked out. After the 
return from New Jersey, where the Canes were to play the Devils on 
March 12, Forslund had to go into a two-week quarantine in the 
basement of his home, unsure what would come next: sickness, nothing. 

“It was like being hit with a ton of bricks,” Forslund said Friday. “It directly 
hit me and I think I could quickly understand the ramifications of what 
was to come. It was an anxious time.” 

Forslund would be fine physically but his life, like others in the pandemic, 
would change. His contract with the team expired at the end of June 
2020 and a new one could not be agreed upon, leading to his departure 
from the franchise. When the Canes next played a game, in the 2020 
postseason in Toronto, Mike Maniscalco had taken over Forslund’s job. 

“With respect to people who were sick or lost their lives, we’ve all had 
issues, we’ve all had our lives turned upside down,” Forslund said. 
“Everyone has been touched by this, but on a personal level it was a 
complete about-face.” 

Forslund, once so big a part of the Hurricanes’ brand, has since been 
hired by the Seattle Kraken, the newest NHL expansion team, to be their 
TV play-by-play man. 

“It’s hard to believe so much has happened in a year,” Canes coach Rod 
Brind’Amour said this week. “Forget about hockey. Just in general. That 
seems like years and years ago. 

“It just felt surreal. I remember we were in New Jersey and the basketball 
got canceled that night and then it was just kind of of ‘What’s going on?’ 
Then, the dominoes started falling everywhere. No one knew what was 
coming next.” 

The Canes would play in the 2020 postseason, sweeping the New York 
Rangers before losing to the Boston Bruins in Toronto. Another wait 
began as NHL coaches and players could only guess when the 2020-21 
season would begin or how many games would be played. 

The answers: Jan. 13 and 56 regular-season games. There would be 
four new divisions, with all games played within the division. The 
Hurricanes became a Central Division team. 

CORONAVIRUS A DAILY CONCERN 

Bettman said Thursday it was likely the league would return to a more 
traditional alignment in 2021-22, noting, “We did what we had to do this 
year to play.” 

COVID continues to be a daily concern for the NHL. The Canes have had 
six players on the NHL’s COVID-19 protocol list and unavailable to play, 
including team captain Jordan Staal. 

Masks and social distancing are a must for the players off the ice. No 
more team meals. More isolation on the road. 

Only recently has the NHL protocol list been significantly pared down -- 
five players on Thursday. 

“It’s almost hard to believe we’ve all been at this for a year and we’re still 
not done,” Bettman said. “Yes, there’s light at the end of the tunnel, but 
also this isn’t a time to let our guard down or our vigilance. 

“With the test results coming in we have had to live this day to day. 
We’ve had to react to things on a day to day basis. ... Our goal was to 
power on through this as best we could understanding health and safety 
had to be the No. 1 priority. And it always was.” 

Derek DeYoung, left, points out players to his son Dominic DeYoung as 
the Carolina Hurricanes warm up before an NHL hockey game against 
the Detroit Red Wings in Raleigh, N.C., on Thursday, March 4, 2021. It is 
the first game where a limited number of fans have been allowed in PNC 
Arena to watch the team. Chris Seward AP 

HONORING HEALTH CARE, FRONTLINE WORKERS 

With Gov. Cooper easing COVID restrictions in North Carolina for indoor 
events, the Canes were allowed to start bringing fans back in PNC Arena 
in a limited capacity last week. Attendance was a little more than 2,900 
fans for the Canes’ latest home games. Small, but a start. 

“The fans are the backbone of any sports league,” Martinook said. “They 
bring what’s good to the game.” 

With the fans back, the Canes again began having a postgame Storm 
Surge after victories at PNC Arena, but with a different twist. They clap 
and then raise their sticks to salute a local health professional or frontline 
worker who is being honored on the scoreboard -- as Martinook put it, 
“Those who have kept the world going.” 

What a year. 

“It’s crazy,” Slavin said Thursday.”It seems like the year took forever but 
also flew by at the same time. Obviously, there was a lot of quality time 
with the family, so that was nice, but in terms of the hockey world and 
going into a playoff bubble to where we are now with being able to have 
fans in the building, it’s exciting.” 
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How being 'more complete' is boosting Detroit Red Wings into NHL 
season's second half 

 

Helene St. James 

 

The Detroit Red Wings head into the second half of the season with a 
nice boost to their confidence. 

They host the Carolina Hurricanes on Sunday fresh off earning three of 
four points against the defending Stanley Cup champion Tampa Bay 
Lightning. Thursday’s 6-4 victory at Little Caesars Arena wasn’t the best 
the Wings have played this season, but it did feature a season high in 
goals scored, and the usual reliable performance from goaltender 
Jonathan Bernier. 

“Our guys competed hard,” coach Jeff Blashill said. “I didn’t think we 
played very smart at all. Bernie was our best player by far. The other 
night we played good enough to win and then we lost in overtime. 
They’re a good hockey team. 

"We’ve played lots of good games this year that I felt we deserved a 
better fate, maybe, and we didn’t get it, so good for us to find a way to 
win. Certainly goaltending is a huge part of this game, and our goalie was 
the best player on the ice.” 

The Wings improved to 8-16-4, earning points in two straight games. 
They hadn’t bagged a regulation win over the Lightning in the regular 
season since Nov. 3, 2015. 

“It gives us confidence,” Troy Stecher said “They’re one of the top teams 
in the league for a reason. For us, this reinforces the things we’ve been 
working on. We believe in our group.” 

Stecher had been sidelined by injury but made up for his absence with 
his first goal of the season. Dylan Larkin scored for the second straight 
game after a stay in sick bay. Anthony Mantha was noticeable, scoring 
one goal and setting up two others — that’s what the Wings need from 
their big winger, not the lethargy that marked the first two months. 

"When he plays against big, strong great defensemen, he can still 
create,” Blashill said. “He’s got the ability to play against those guys 
because he’s got that kind of skill set. Anthony played good. He’s actually 
played pretty well here in the last little bit. He’s done a really good job of 
moving his feet.” 

The Wings also got goals from Luke Glendening, Robby Fabbri and 
Vladislav Namestnikov. That’s the kind of depth they need if they’re to 
rise from the bottom of the Central Division. 

Darren Helm was terrific after the Lightning scored twice in the third 
period to pull within 5-4, helping stave off a collapse. But the biggest 
difference-maker was Bernier, who came through with 40 saves. He 
made seven saves during Tampa power plays, which included a 30-
second 5-on-3. The Lightning converted on the first power play, but after 
that, the Wings’ penalty killers were brilliant. 

GAME 1:How Wings found something to build on against defending 
champions 

This week has been more along the lines of what the Wings thought 
they’d look like before they lost five players to COVID-19 protocol a week 
into the season, before injuries claimed Bernier and Larkin and Tyler 
Bertuzzi. Bertuzzi has yet to practice, but this is the healthiest the Wings 
have been in weeks. 

“It allows us to be more complete as a team,” Blashill said. “We don’t 
have enough difference-making players to lose them. When we lost a 
number of guys, it hurt us. When we’ve been healthy, we’ve played pretty 
good hockey overall. We haven’t won enough, but we’ve played pretty 

good. So to come out and get three points here against Tampa is a good 
thing for us. Now we have to build on it." 
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How the Detroit Red Wings coped with stress, unknowns during the 
pandemic 

 

HELENE ST. JAMES   

 

No one knew what was next when they landed. 

Players drove home, wondering when they’d see one another again. 
Within days, some rushed to Canada, fearful of not being with their 
families as rumors of border closures heightened. 

A year into the COVID-19 pandemic, the Detroit Red Wings recognize 
how fortunate they are. Like everyone they struggled with the unknown 
as the virus upended normal life, and the time since the NHL paused the 
2019-20 season on March 12, 2020, “has been the strangest 12 months 
of our lives,” as one team member put it. But to be able to have any kind 
of season in still-uncertain times is a source of relief and appreciation. 

WELCOME BACK: No flying octopi, but 750 fans thrilled to watch Wings 
in person 

“It’s certainly different, all the different protocols we have to follow, from 
the testing to being distanced in the room, virtual meetings, no fans,” 
forward Sam Gagner said Thursday. “All those things are very different 
from a normal year. But you adjust as the year goes on, and I consider 
us very fortunate that we still get to play and do what we love." 

“Not everyone is in that same boat. We all understand that and we are 
enjoying playing hockey even under the circumstances. Hopefully things 
continue to get better and back to normal at some point.” 

The Wings flew to Washington March 11, 2020, after what would turn out 
to be their last practice at Little Caesars Arena for the calendar year. 
They were scheduled to play the Capitals the next day and the Tampa 
Bay Lightning two days after that. But the NBA shut down its season the 
evening of the 11th, and the NHL followed suit at noon the next day. The 
Wings boarded their plane and flew home. 

REMEMBERING LAST YEAR: Jeff Blashill relives the 'weird day' when 
the NHL season paused 

“When we had kind of shut down international travel at that point, the 
NBA had shut down — I knew it was a big deal,” coach Jeff Blashill said. 
“I didn’t know what that meant — I didn’t know if our season was going to 
continue or not continue. But I sure didn’t think I’d be sitting here coming 
up on St. Patrick’s Day and the world still not being close to normal. I 
didn’t think it would be 10 months before we’d be back on the ice. I didn’t 
think it would be a year and we’d still have limited fans. I really didn’t 
foresee that. 

“It was as unknown as anything I’ve been a part of. I think unknown is a 
hard thing for lots of people. It can cause stress.” 

The Wings didn’t meet as a team at Little Caesars Arena again until Jan. 
1, 2021, when the NHL allowed the seven teams that weren’t in the 
playoff bubble to being training camps. 

GM APPROVED: Why Yzerman is generally pleased with the Wings, 
despite record 

When the 56-game season began two weeks later, the Wings were able 
to have 250 fans in the building — most of whom were family or friends 
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of team personnel. On March 9, loosened restrictions allowed for 750 
fans. 

Limited fans is just one of the changes spurred by the pandemic. Here 
are some of the others: Face coverings are mandatory, except for 
players during games and practices. Distancing in the locker room. 
Virtual meetings. Daily testing for players, coaching personnel, select 
management (such as general manager Steve Yzerman), and training 
and equipment staff. That includes off days. 

Darren Helm came down with the virus. A week into the season, Gagner 
was one of five players who spent two weeks in the NHL-mandated 
pandemic protocol after testing positive. 

Patrik Nemeth was on the protocol list when the Wings played at Chicago 
on Feb. 28, but that turned out to be a false positive. The NHL added 
rapid testing on game days in mid-February in an effort to eliminate 
situations where players played because results from PCR tests had not 
been received in time. 

The Wings point to that scenario as the reason behind losing 20% of their 
opening night lineup within days of playing the Carolina Hurricanes, who 
by Jan. 20 had five players in protocol. 

“I don’t have proof of this, but it sure seemed to me like we got the 
transmission from the players that we played against with Carolina,” 
Blashill said. “So now the rapid testing was an adjustment by the NHL 
and now the rapid testing helped potentially eliminate that. 

FROM USA TODAY: From game on to lights out: How the sports world 
stopped in 2020 

“Now, we’ve had some false positives, and some guys missed a game 
that maybe they shouldn’t have. But it also could have potentially kept 
people out of games, so I think that’s a real positive move that the NHL 
has made. I thought we had done a really good job here of not getting 
infected from the outside.” 

In order to minimize exposure, everyone is supposed to keep to their 
hotel room on road trips. Bobby Ryan took up reading classic works of 
fiction to offset boredom. Anthony Mantha downloaded a bunch of 
shows. Even when at home, there’s an emphasis on limiting exposure — 
but that’s not a burden given what’s at stake. 

“Anything that we’ve had to go through has been minor compared to 
what other people have to go through,” Blashill said. “I don’t think any of 
us take it for granted, but it is easy in your day-to-day life to get used to 
things, and all of a sudden what we do for a living was shut down and we 
couldn’t do it. I think it definitely gives perspective of how important every 
day is.” 

The Wings had 11 games left when the season was paused. On May 26, 
an announcement came the NHL would not finish the season. 

“It seemed like it didn’t make much sense at one point just to finish those 
last few games, but we stayed ready,” forward Adam Erne said. “Guys 
did a good job of doing what they had to do to stay ready. We were 
definitely ready if we had to.” 

For Erne, being home the rest of the year had benefits. 

“I had two kids in 2020, so that kept me busy,” he said. “I’ve had a lot 
more time with them. That’s the one bright side of this, I’ve had a lot 
more time at home. I didn’t really miss any of those moments that a lot of 
the guys have missed being on the road.” 

(Erne wasn’t affected by the great toilet paper shortage caused by 
hoarders. Neither was Blashill, but he did share the triumph of finding 
disinfect wipes early in the pandemic: “It was like gold at that time.”) 

By the time the season was canceled, Gagner was in Edmonton, where 
he’d left his wife and children when he was traded Feb. 24. He drove to 
Toronto on March 14. Canada’s border closed four days later. 

“I just figured getting into Canada before I flew to Edmonton was a good 
decision,” he said. “If we were called back, I could always come back. 

But I wanted to make sure before the borders closed that I was back in 
Canada, back with my family. Family is the most important thing, 
especially at a time like that. 

“There was certainly a lot on everyone’s mind at that time. We’re a year 
out from it now and it’s still on everyone’s mind. You look at our situation, 
and you just kind of feel for everyone that is going through still a difficult 
time. We are just thankful to be back playing and do what we love to do.” 

All media interviews are conducted via Zoom. The coaching staff also 
has come to rely on video to conduct, for example, meetings for special-
teams players. That's one advantage Blashill will carry forward from what 
he described as the strangest 12 months. 

“Players can watch whenever they want," he said. "It allows them to 
rewind if they need to, and cuts down on meetings." 

Halfway through their season, the Wings are on pace to miss the playoffs 
for what would be a fifth straight time. But given the uncertainty of the 
past year, this March elicits gratitude and encouragement. 

“It’s been a long grind for everybody,” Blashill said. “Hopefully there is 
light at the end of the tunnel here, and we can get as close to normal as 
possible.” 
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One year later, Little Caesars Arena workers deal with broken routines, 
fewer fans 

 

ROD BEARD    

 

Detroit — It seemed like a very normal Saturday night. The Pistons were 
facing the Utah Jazz at Little Caesars Arena with an announced crowd of 
16,590 watching a third-quarter comeback fall short. After the loss, the 
Pistons were heading out for three games on the road in the last weeks 
of a dreary season. 

That ended up being the last home game of the season, on March 7, 
2020. 

That was before the NBA shut down the season. Before the COVID-19 
pandemic ravaged the world. Before more than 530,000 people died in 
the United States because of the virus. 

That was a simpler time, when surgical masks were mainly for surgeons. 
When most people hadn’t downloaded a Zoom app. When “virtual” and 
“social distancing” weren’t part of everyday vernacular. When workday 
attire didn’t include sweatpants and slippers. When people readily shook 
hands and hugged. 

A year later, nothing is normal. There are Pistons games at LCA, but the 
pandemic changed the sports world, announcing its arrival from the 
moment that Jazz stars Rudy Gobert and Donovan Mitchell were among 
the first to test positive for the virus. 

It’s different not only for the players, but for the hundreds of workers who 
haven’t gotten back to their regular routine of doing the jobs they loved at 
LCA. Many have had close encounters with the COVID-19 among their 
families and friends. 

Like most people, they forever have been changed by the past year, but 
the memories of that last fan-filled home game still resonate. 

“I literally walked by (Donovan Mitchell) and I looked at him and said 
hello because he looked like one of my cousins,” recalled LaShell Griffin, 
who regularly has sung the national anthem before every home game. “I 
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remember that game and a few days later, everything was shut down to 
a screeching halt.” 

Griffin hasn’t been back to LCA, but the Pistons are beginning to get fans 
back in the arena, with a maximum of 500 at home games for the past 
few weeks. For the first time this season, they are selling tickets to the 
general public and will welcome up to 750 fans — with some specific 
COVID protocols — beginning next week. 

In the year since the pandemic, there have been few fans, and even 
fewer arena workers, who themselves have formed bonds with their co-
workers and the fans who come to games, whether it’s in the floor seats, 
the clubs and suites, or the upper levels of LCA. 

“I’m hopeful that we’ll all go back and things will be normal,” said Clinton 
Shannon Sailes, Sr., better known as the Dancing Usher. “The arena is 
like ‘Cheers’ — everybody knows each other. You come in and you’re 
happy to see everybody. Any time somebody is missing, or there’s a loss 
of friends or family, it hits hard, because you’ve seen them for so many 
years.” 

Sailes, who has been with the Pistons for 10 years, hasn’t performed at 
games this season, but he did record a dance-cam video that has been 
shown on the big screen in lieu of his trademark live performances during 
timeouts. 

It’s been a rough year for Sailes, who says he knows of 10 friends who 
have died from COVID-19. He hasn’t tested positive but seeing the 
impact that it’s had on his life and those around him, he’s urging 
everyone just to continue to be patient and continue wearing masks. 

“Even if you don’t have it, you can save a life by staying home and not 
potentially getting it yourself,” he said. “The pandemic gives clarity when 
you’ve lost so many friends, and you see a self-value in people. People 
are here one minute and gone the next.” 

It’s also hit hard for Griffin, who has had a couple of family members test 
positive, but they recovered. Some other extended family members also 
tested positive because they didn’t take all the precautions. That’s was a 
lesson for everyone, she said. 

“There were a lot of touch-and-go moments, but they were healed and 
blessed,” she said. “I had other family members who went out and didn’t 
have masks on … and they all caught it. It’s unfortunate when people 
don’t realize it’s serious and it’s a life-and-death situation.” 

Away from the arena 

Cathy Hewie, a retired loan officer, has worked as a concierge in one of 
the clubs at LCA and she has missed the opportunity to be around the 
arena. Her last event was the Red Wings game on March 10, 2020. 

Even at that time, there wasn’t a clear sense that things were going to 
change so quickly and so dramatically. The time away from LCA has 
taken her from her arena family, but it has given her more opportunities 
to spend time with her actual family, which has its benefits and issues.   

“It was bittersweet because I’ve been able to look after my elderly mom 
and spend time with family — that’s the sweet part,” Hewie said. “The 
bitter was just missing my LCA family and co-workers and the fans and 
the Pistons and Red Wings players and management team. We were like 
a big family. That’s the bitter part of it all. 

“I’m looking forward to returning and reuniting with everyone again.” 

It’s the same for Sailes, who has become one of the faces of the 
franchise for a number of years. He interacts with fans, from the floor 
seats to the upper levels, with a trademark smile and a dance move 
waiting for fans young and old. 

Sailes has been a fixture on the Pistons entertainment team and though 
he’s been away from LCA, he’s hoping to get back when things are safe, 
which could be soon. What fan interaction will look like at that point still is 
a question, but his role in entertaining likely won’t. 

“My No. 1 goal with the fans was no matter whether the Pistons won or 
lost, to make the fan feel like they won. That’s what I wanted them to go 
home with,” Sailes said. “Any time someone came around, I wanted them 
to feel that.” 

Recorded performances 

The Pistons’ Dancers perform live at games this season, but the other 
acts, including the Drumline, the Extreme Team and the Mini (the youth 
dance team) all have been sidelined during games. 

There are some recorded performances — including utilizing different 
anthem singers for each game — that are shown on the big screen, but 
the feel is different with only a few hundred fans in the stands. 

Figuring out what a new normal still seems a long way away, but how 
that impacts the entertainment teams and other arena workers still isn’t 
clear. There’s still some question about how much interaction they’ll have 
with fans or whether they’ll have to wear masks.  

“I really had not thought about it as far as going (back to LCA) to be in a 
large crowd, because it’s been the way it is for so long,” Griffin said. “It 
seems foreign that (distancing) would be anything other than what it is 
now.” 

There’s still some hope for sunshine after the rain. 
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Red Wings offer rare glimpse of what they can be with a healthy roster 

 

TED KULFAN    

 

Detroit — This is what the Red Wings envisioned, and what the 
organization felt was possible if the entire roster was whole. 

Minus the injuries and, this year the COVID-19 protocols, maybe the Red 
Wings could have looked something like this before now. Take Thursday 
night's 6-4 victory over Tampa Bay, along with Tuesday’s overtime loss 
to the Lightning. 

The Red Wings earned three of a possible four points against the 
defending Stanley Cup champions, which is cause for a back slap when 
you also consider this was the first regulation-time victory by the Wings 
over Tampa Bay since 1995, over a span of 20 games. 

In a season where the Wings haven’t won much (8-16-4), these two 
games with largely a healthy, full roster, showed a team capable of 
earning points in the standings. 

“It allows us to be more complete as a team,” coach Jeff Blashill said of 
the full roster. “We don’t have enough difference-making players to lose 
them. When we lost a number of guys, it hurt us, and when we’ve been 
healthy, we’ve played pretty good hockey overall. We haven’t won 
enough, but we’ve played pretty good. 

“To come out and get three points here against Tampa is a good thing for 
us. 

"Now we have to build on it.” 

Blashill talked earlier in the week, when analyzing the first half of the 
season, about how the Wings were a difficult team to play against when 
the roster was full. 

But injuries and players out with COVID-19 began to decimate the roster 
from the opening weeks, and the Wings simply don't have the depth yet 
to overcome that. 
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“We've put teams on heels at times and been physical. That's been the 
good part about it when we've had a full roster,” Blashill said. “The bad 
would be when we haven't had a full enough roster, I don't think we've 
handled that well enough. We've probably needed more guys to step up, 
and in general, I don't think we've had the production that we would have 
hoped across the board. 

“We've had chances and not enough production. 

"We need more of that, but that comes in time." 

Maybe the first step was a victory like Thursday’s, with the Wings 
capitalizing on scoring chances, different players scoring, and having a 
full roster at their disposal. 

The Wings welcomed back Dylan Larkin on Tuesday, after missing four 
games, and Larkin scored in each game against Tampa. 

The Red Wings also saw Troy Stecher return Thursday after missing 
nine games, and the defenseman opened Thursday’s scoring with a nice 
goal. 

Six different Wings scored Thursday, and getting unexpected offense 
from the likes of Stecher and Luke Glendening certainly helped earn the 
victory. 

“We need that depth of scoring for sure,” Blashill said. 

The lone regular currently out of the lineup — and he has been for over a 
month — is Tyler Bertuzzi. The Wings miss many of Bertuzzi’s attributes, 
but in pro sports, injuries will occur and teams have to adjust. 

“We’d love to have Bert, too, but everyone is in that situation,” Blashill 
said. 

“It’s just not here, it’s the reality of life in the NHL.” 

We're running a new-subscriber special. Support local journalism, and 
subscribe here. 

Mantha sighting 

This has been a miserable first half of the season for Anthony Mantha. 

The offensive production has been down, and Mantha was largely 
unnoticeable in too many games. 

But Mantha had a goal and two assists Thursday — he could have an 
empty-net goal, but instead passed the puck to equally wide open 
Vladislav Namestnikov — and used his size and speed effectively 
against Tampa’s elite defense. 

“He’s one of those guys that when he plays against big, strong, great 
defensemen, he can still create plays,” Blashill said. “He’s got the ability 
to play against those guys because he has that kind of skill-set. 

“He’s actually played real good in the last little bit. He’s done a really 
good job of moving his feet, bending his knees and skating.” 

Svechnikov moved 

The Red Wings reassigned forward Evgeny Svechnikov to Grand Rapids 
on Friday from the team's taxi squad. 

Svechnikov, 24, has appeared in four games for the Red Wings this 
season, with two goals and two assists. In 24 career games with the 
Wings, 2015 first-round pick has four goals and four assists. 
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One year after onset of COVID, Red Wings reflect on the ‘long grind’ 

 

Updated Mar 10, 2021; Posted Mar 10, 2021 

By Ansar Khan  

 

DETROIT – Jeff Blashill walked into a CVS over the summer, found a 
couple tubes of Clorox wipes, and thought he had struck gold. 

The past 12 months have been bizarre, a time unlike any other most 
have experienced. 

One year ago today, the Detroit Red Wings lost to the Carolina 
Hurricanes 5-2 at Little Caesars Arena in what turned out to be their final 
game of 2019-20. They practiced the next day and flew to Washington. 
Hours before their scheduled game against the Capitals, the NHL season 
was paused due to COVID-19. The league hasn’t been the same since. 

One year later, as the Red Wings reach the midway mark of an 
abbreviated 56-game season Thursday against Tampa Bay at LCA (7:30 
p.m., Fox Sports Detroit Plus), Blashill reflected on this entire surreal 
experience. 

“It was like nothing I ever thought I’d go through and hopefully we don’t 
have to go through it again,” the Red Wings coach said. 

“I didn’t know if our season was going to continue, but I sure didn’t think 
I’d be sitting here coming up on St. Patrick’s Day and the world still not 
being close to normal. I didn’t think it would be 10 months before we got 
back on the ice. I didn’t think it would be a year and we still would have 
limited fans (in arenas). It’s been a long grind for everybody. Hopefully, 
there’s light at the end of the tunnel and we get as close to normal as 
possible.” 

Blashill and players said not knowing what was going to happen with the 
season made it difficult to plan for anything. 

“One of the things that happened early was players were allowed to go 
home, so we knew at that point it wasn’t going to be a quick turnaround,” 
he said. “It was really hard on players to know if they should go into 
summer workout mode or try to stay ready to get back on the ice.” 

Adam Erne was recovering from knee surgery and did not fly to 
Washington but recalls the uncertainty that lingered for weeks. 

“At that point I think we were all expecting there’s going to be a little 
delay and we’ll finish the season in a couple weeks,” Erne said. “Once 
we found out we were going home we didn’t really know what was going 
on and we were all just trying to stay in shape.” 

More than two months into the pause, the NHL cancelled the remaining 
regular season games and announced a 20-team playoff format in the 
hub cities of Edmonton and Toronto. 

After some uncertainty, the league launched the following season in mid-
January. Several teams have dealt with outbreaks -- the Red Wings had 
as many as five players at a time on the COVID protocol list early in the 
season -- and many games were postponed. 

Now the NHL is trending in the right direction. No games have been 
postponed due to the virus in the past three weeks. Only three players 
were on the protocol list on Wednesday. 

“Now that we’ve instituted the rapid tests on game days that’s been a real 
positive,” Blashill said. “The situation that happened with us, and I don’t 
have proof of this, but it would seem we got the transmission from 
players we played against for Carolina (Jan. 14-16). I thought we had 
done a good job of not getting infected from the outside. 

“It looks like there’s light at the end of the tunnel for us as a society and 
that’ll only help us be able to finish the season.” 

Blashill said the entire experience has helped him gain perspective. 

“I don’t think any of us take it for granted, but it’s easy in your day-to-day 
life to get used to things and all the sudden what we do for a living is shut 
down,” Blashill said. 

At least it afforded him some rare family time. 
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“At one point I said, ‘We’re going to enjoy the summer,’ and it was 
beautiful,” Blashill said. “The one positive of the whole thing is that I 
spent more time with my kids and more time with my wife than I normally 
get a chance to do, whether it was watching movies, shows or going on 
walks with my wife, which I’ve never really done much. Our family had 
grown closer because of the time we spent together.” 

Erne and his wife had two children in 2020, so the year wasn’t all bad. 

“That’s the one bright side of all this, I’ve had a lot more time at home,” 
Erne said. “I didn’t miss a lot of the moments that a lot of guys (who 
became fathers) missed by being on the road and having games. I’m 
grateful for that. Everyone was just trying to make the best of the 
situation.” 
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Takeaways from Blue Jackets' OT loss to the Florida Panthers include 
'embarrassing' meltdown 

 

Brian Hedger 

 

The midpoint for the Blue Jackets' season arrived with a loud and 
dispiriting thud Thursday at Nationwide Arena. 

What should have been their next attempt to save a spiraling season 
became a nightmarish 5-4 overtime loss to the Florida Panthers, a game 
in which a 4-1 Jackets lead in the third period evaporated in their latest 
example of a split personality. 

The defeat was the Blue Jackets' third straight, they’ve won only three 
times in the past month (13 games) and a couple of them simply chose to 
ignore the same old sting afterward.  

“Obviously, it’s a tough way to lose the game, but we’ll focus on the 
things that we’re improving at, and we’ll keep on trying to get better,” said 
coach John Tortorella, whose persona was strangely more self-help than 
fire-and-brimstone. “There is a number of players (who) I think are 
improving and I think our whole concept of how we’re trying to play is 
getting better. You may think I’m nuts saying it, after losing a game like 
this, but I am going to look to the stuff that got us to the point where we’re 
4-1.”  

What other choice is there at this point? 

The Blue Jackets were up by three goals almost five minutes into the 
third, their former star goalie, Sergei Bobrovsky, was shaky and the 
fourth goal, by Max Domi, made it feel like a blood-letting was about to 
take place. 

It happened too, only in favor of the team strapped to the proverbial altar. 
Here are some takeaways: 

Poof 

The Panthers, an impressive bunch that includes a number of former 
Blue Jackets assembled by former Jackets executive Bill Zito, scored 
three goals in the final 15:17 of regulation, then won on Frank Vatrano's 
rebound goal 2:48 into overtime. The thud of a battered team hitting the 
floor followed. 

“It’s embarrassing,” said forward Patrik Laine, who finished with a goal 
and assist. “A 4-1 lead in the third, you can’t lose those games. That’s 
just a fact.” 

This team, though, continues to lose leads and games in stunning 
fashion. Can Columbus get off the mat and save this season in the final 
28 games or will the slide continue?  

“I don’t know,” Laine said. “I hope not. I’m tired of losing.”  

The Panthers are legit  

Before getting into how the Blue Jackets’ meltdown occurred, credit is 
due to the Panthers for making it happen.   

They could’ve caved after Oliver Bjorkstrand hit them with goals less than 
five minutes apart in the second, but they didn’t. Patric Hornqvist scored 
late in the period to make it 2-1and there was more of that to come in the 
third – when the Panthers responded to Bobrovsky’s soft goal allowed on 
Domi’s attempted pass with three straight tallies of their own to erase the 
4-1 deficit.  

“You can see when you get one, there’s a little energy on the bench, then 
another one comes and you have all the momentum and you just have to 
keep playing the same way," said rookie Owen Tippett, whose goal cut 
the Jackets' lead to 4-3 with 7:39 left in the third. “Once we got that first 
one (from rookie Ryan Lomberg), everyone started to move their feet a 
little bit more and everyone started to use each other. The energy just 
went up on the bench and we were able to come back. 

In other words, the Panthers steadily climbed back into it by chipping 
away at the Jackets’ lead, winning because the Panthers are a better 
team – now third in the Central Division and tied at 38 points with the 
Tampa Bay Lightning with one more game played.  

“That’s obviously a good hockey team over there,” Domi said. “So, I think 
overall, they just capitalized on the opportunities they had at the end 
there.”  

Laine, Roslovic sit  

Laine and Jack Roslovic were on the Blue Jackets’ bench for the final 
6:53 of the third, after both were on the ice for Florida goals that cut the 
Jackets' lead to 4-3 in the third. 

They were also on the ice for a shift that ended in an interference penalty 
called on Michael Del Zotto, which led to Aleksander Barkov's tying goal, 
and Laine didn't play in overtime. He logged just 2:20 in the third period, 
despite scoring his goal. it 2-1, and was also on the ice for Hornqvist’s 
goal in the second – when he couldn't help the Jackets clear the their 
own zone. 

Tippett’s goal cut the lead to 4-3 with 7:39 left in regulation, while 
Lomberg’s first NHL goal cut it to 4-2 less than two minutes after Domi 
had given the Blue Jackets a three-goal cushion.  

During the play that led to Lomberg’s goal, Laine was mere inches from 
breaking up Radko Gudas’ exit pass to start an odd-man rush and he 
then came inches from denying a shot by Noel Acciari at the other end – 
which created a rebound Lomberg knocked into the net out of mid-air.  

“We got scored on a couple times,” Laine said. “I thought I was playing 
good, but I guess I thought wrong.” 

Tortorella, asked why he kept a couple of his top offensive threats on the 
bench to end the third, didn't state a specific reason. 

“At that point in time, that’s just the way it worked out,” he said.  

The upside  

Domi and Laine each had a goal and assist to end scoring droughts, and 
Oliver Bjorkstrand scored two more goals against getting one late in 
Tuesday's 4-2 loss.  

Roslovic also had an assist after battling for the puck to spark a 2-on-1 
rush that led to Bjorkstrand’s first goal. 

Laine ended a seven-game skid without a point by assisting on 
Bjorkstrand's second goal and gave the Jackets a 3-1 lead with a 
booming one-timer to cap a power play in the third. 

Disappointing finish 
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Goaltender Elvis Merzlikins returned to the net for the first time since 
since he was injured on Feb. 20 and looked sharp most of the game, 
making 27 saves. But he faced a number of difficult situations in the third 
after the Jackets took a 4-1 lead. 

The Panthers controlled play from there. Owen Tippett's wrist shot from 
the left circle, which made it 4-3, was the only goal Merzlikins probably 
could have stopped. It sneaked under his glove and ripped into the net 
inside the far post, but even that goal was partiy screened by teammate 
David Savard, whose block attempt block was unsuccessful. 
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Blue Jackets' Patrik Laine says confidence level 'probably closer to zero' 
amid slump 

 

Brian Hedger 

 

Blue Jackets forward Patrik Laine put six shots on goal in Tuesday's loss 
to Florida on Tuesday but was unable to get any past goaltender Sergei 
Bobrovsky, extending Laine's scoreless streak to seven games. 

There are a lot of things for the Blue Jackets to learn about star forward 
Patrik Laine, and vice versa. Blunt honesty is not one of them. 

Laine, 22, rarely settles for hockey clichés, so it wasn’t surprising 
Thursday when he assessed his current confidence level during a seven-
game pointless skid as: “Probably closer to zero ... around there.”  

Laine has eight goals and five assists in 18 games this season, but two 
goals and one assist were for the Winnipeg Jets, who traded him and 
Jack Roslovic to the Blue Jackets on Jan. 23 for Pierre-Luc Dubois and a 
draft pick. Laine has a 6-4-10 scoring line in 17 games with Columbus, as 
well as a minus-7 plus/minus rating. 

He also has had multiple linemates, including Roslovic, Cam Atkinson 
and, most recently, center Riley Nash and forward Oliver Bjorkstrand. 
Nothing has really clicked yet to spark an offensive hot streak for Laine, a 
former 40-goal scorer. 

His confidence is waning, but it’s not a new experience. 

“We’re still humans,” Laine said. “(We go) through tough times every now 
and then, and sometimes it lasts two games and sometimes it’s seven 
games. We don’t know. But you’ve just got to work your way out of it, and 
that’s what I’m going to try to do.”  

Doing so might be easier on a winning team, but that’s a chicken-and-
egg dilemma this season in Columbus. The Blue Jackets were 10-12-5 
going into a game Thursday against Florida, including 3-6-1 in the 
previous 10 games. They trailed the Chicago Blackhawks by six points 
for the Central Division’s fourth and final playoff spot. 

If the Jackets hope to change that picture in their favor, they’ll need Laine 
to return to his usual level of offensive production, which resulted in 138 
goals in 305 games in his first four NHL seasons.  

“I’m not going to say I’ve been playing bad,” Laine said. “But obviously, 
everybody’s gonna judge me by, ‘How many points do I have?’ I don’t 
know if guys who are judging me have ever watched a game in their life, 
but I get it. You’re a top-six guy, playing a lot of minutes, getting paid a 
lot. … You’ve got to make stuff happen. I’m aware of that and I agree. I 
need to produce more.” 

He just can’t flip a switch to do it. 

“It’s not even about the goals and points,” Laine said. “It’s just the way I 
play. All I’m here to do is help this team to win and that’s all I care about 

really. I’m trying to be a difference-maker out there in a really positive 
way.” 

Elvis returns 

The Blue Jackets got a dose of good news on the injury front, as 
goaltender Elvis Merzlikins was slated for the start in net against the 
Panthers. 

Merzlikins left early in the third period of a loss to Nashville on Feb. 20 
with an upper-body injury sustained while making a save. After missing 
seven games, he was activated off the injured list on Monday and backed 
up Joonas Korpisalo the next night. 

Merzlikins entered Thursday's game with a 3-3-1 record, a 2.81 goals-
against average and .917 save percentage in nine appearances.   
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Blue Jackets' Jack Roslovic eager to work his way out of a 'jam' with 
coach John Tortorella 

 

Brian Hedger 

 

Jack Roslovic, here trying to pass against Detroit on March 2, was 
bumped from the Blue Jackets' top line Tuesday, and coach John 
Tortorella is questioning the center's effort level. 

The fastest way to wind up in John Tortorella’s doghouse is for the Blue 
Jackets’ coach to think one of his players is dogging it.  

Nothing gets his inner fire going quite like that, and Tortorella wasn’t 
pleased with forward Jack Roslovic’s “compete” level Tuesday in the 
Jackets’ 4-2 loss to the Florida Panthers. He mentioned it after the game, 
after bumping Roslovic from the top line, and hammered his point home 
again after practice Wednesday.  

“Through our need (at center), we have forced him into that situation and 
I think we have to be patient there,” Tortorella said, when asked about 
Roslovic’s development at one of the game’s most important positions. 
“But I’ll tell you now, I am not going to be patient as far as 
competitiveness, because that’s something — young, old, middle-aged, 
retired, anything you want to be called — you can control competing. 
That’s what puts Jack in a jam with me right now.” 

Tortorella said Roslovic’s challenges learning to play center in his first 
real opportunity to do it at this level aren’t an issue. 

“I’m not upset about that,” he said. “But you better well ... compete.”  

Later, while addressing a question about the team’s play Tuesday, 
Tortorella said that “98 percent” of the players were giving their best 
effort in the loss to the Panthers — which was, seemingly, another shot 
at Roslovic.  

Just eight days prior, Roslovic was asked about dealing with Tortorella’s 
blunt coaching style after the Jan. 23 trade that brought him and Patrik 
Laine to Columbus, where the 24-year-old Roslovic was raised.  

“It’s good to be held accountable,” he said. “You know what you’re going 
to get and what (Tortorella) wants from you, and there’s no fogginess in 
between the two. So, the communication is there and I think that’s one of 
the things you don’t see a lot in the game.”  

Tortorella's fiery disposition is now aimed squarely at Roslovic, which 
creates another mini-drama to the season. Roslovic’s reaction, however, 
doesn't portend a bigger issue.  
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“You know what you’re going to get,” he said Thursday after the Blue 
Jackets’ morning skate. “You know if you’re playing well, and it’s a good 
thing. I always say, ‘Nobody goes out there and is not trying to work 
hard,’ so I think that if you’re not trying to work hard, you’ve really got to 
show that you’re going to compete. And you’ve got to do it every night.”  

Roslovic said he needs to learn when to utilize his dazzling skating and 
skill.   

“I watch all of my games back and I didn’t play well (Tuesday) or maybe it 
hasn’t been my best the past couple — and that’s just garbage,” he said. 
“I know I need to do better. There’s a time to be flashy and play a stylish 
game, and there’s times you simply just can’t, for whatever reason. I 
know the compete’s there, but it just needs to be shown every game.” 
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Blue Jackets midseason report cards: Grades for Patrik Laine, John 
Tortorella, more 

 

By Aaron Portzline Mar 12, 2021  

 

COLUMBUS, Ohio — The Blue Jackets came into the 2020-21 season 
with aspirations of a fifth straight berth in the Stanley Cup playoffs. But 
the news isn’t pretty with half of the season in the books. 

After an excruciating 5-4 overtime loss to Florida on Thursday — a 4-1 
lead early in the third period didn’t hold up — the Blue Jackets awoke on 
Friday closer to last place in the Central Division than fourth place and 
the final playoff spot. 

As such, this grade card isn’t going to be pretty. It’s so ugly it makes you 
wonder if the teacher can’t get the lessons across, or if the players just 
aren’t capable of keeping up with the workload. 

Goaltenders 

This was supposed to be the season that Joonas Korpisalo and Elvis 
Merzlikins further stamped themselves as No. 1 goaltenders, fighting for 
time with the Blue Jackets but also elevating their trade value for the deal 
that’s inevitable. 

But like everything else this season, it hasn’t quite worked out that way. 
Both Korpisalo and Merzlikins’ are down considerably compared to last 
season, but let’s be honest: this has been a dreadful team to backstop. 

When a club has such profound difficulties in their own zone, and when 
the predictable play of previous years is nowhere to be found, it’s 
mentally exhausting for the goaltenders. And it’s shown: the Blue Jackets 
allowed 2.61 goals-per-game last season, the third-fewest in the league. 
They’re at 3.29 goals-allowed this season, seventh-worst. 

Let’s grade ’em: 

B – | Elvis Merzlikins: By his own admittance, Merzlikins hasn’t felt 
entirely engaged yet this season. Part of the reason is injuries. Merzlikins 
missed time with a concussion and later a bone bruise in his shoulder, so 
it’s been hard to gain traction. He’s been the better goaltender of the two, 
but his .908 save percentage and 3.05 goals-against average do not 
place him among the league’s elites. And both represent sharp drops 
from last season (.923, 2.35). 

C – | Joonas Korpisalo: There have been many nights already this 
season where Korpisalo probably deserved a better fate, or the play 
around him was so abysmal that no goaltender could be expected to 
thrive. But Korpisalo, on the whole, has not been good enough to be a 
difference-maker. For every outrageous save, there’s a puck he should 
have stopped. His .895 save percentage and 3.15 goals-against 

averages are both ranked 38th in the NHL among goaltenders with 10-
plus starts. 

Forwards 

On any given night, there are four or five forwards in the Blue Jackets’ 
lineup who would have been in AHL Cleveland or in the press box as a 
healthy scratch in previous seasons. 

The Blue Jackets already weren’t skilled enough to hang with the top 
teams in the NHL, but now they’ve lost their way entirely. There are no 
capable top-six centers on the roster. After trading Josh Anderson and 
Pierre-Luc Dubois, they’re a small team that gets pushed off pucks and 
intimidates exactly no one with their forecheck. 

More than anything, they’re a mish-mash of pieces and parts with 
absolutely no identity. 

Let’s grade ’em: 

B | Oliver Bjorkstrand: Same old story for Bjorkstrand. He’s tied for the 
club lead in goals (10) and owns the lead in assists (12) and points (22), 
but he’s barely drawing top-six minutes. His 16:41 per game is only sixth-
most among Blue Jackets’ forwards. Incredibly, he started a few games 
earlier this season on the fourth line. Bjorkstrand never complains, never 
lets his energy or performance suffer among the frustration. 

B | Boone Jenner: Seasons come and go, and the roster is always 
changing, but Boone Jenner remains Boone Jenner. Nothing flashy, 
nothing done halfway. Jenner is third on the club with eight goals after 
scoring just 11 in 70 games last season. Much of that is due to Jenner 
playing most of the season at left wing, where he can forecheck with 
reckless abandon and create offense from the resulting mayhem. 

B – | Cam Atkinson: No, Atkinson’s days as a top scorer in the NHL 
aren’t finished. After a slow start, he’s been one of the Blue Jackets’ most 
consistent producers. With 10-10-20 through 28 games, he’s on pace for 
a 29-goal, 58-point season in a normal 82-game schedule. That’s not off-
the-charts, of course. But Atkinson has continued to produce without 
stable linemates and without a playmaking center. 

C | Patrik Laine: The highlights are blinding. That one-timer is worth the 
price of admission. But Laine’s fit with the Blue Jackets has been 
awkward at best. He’s one of the few NHL players who can slow down 
the game with the puck on his stick, but he’s surrounded by players who 
only know how to go, go, go. The Blue Jackets don’t have a center who 
can play on his level, and there are times when his body language on the 
ice seems to express frustration. The early-season spat with assistant 
coach Brad Larsen wasn’t a good look. 

C | Jack Roslovic: The adrenaline rush that Roslovic played under in his 
first few games with the Blue Jackets appears to have faded. He has 
been a solid point-producer, with 5-10-15 in 21 games, and we’re grading 
on a curve a bit because he’s being thrown into a new position (center) 
and higher in the lineup than he’s ever played in the NHL. But Roslovic’s 
game needs fine-tuning, and not just on the defensive end. He doesn’t 
cherish the puck enough and he doesn’t distribute it as sharply as he’ll 
need to if he’s going to be a top-six center. 

C | Riley Nash: Nash has played fourth-line center, third-line center, first-
line center and fourth-line right wing this season, perhaps the most 
glaring example of the chaotic mess that is the Blue Jackets’ forward 
lines. Nash is not a top-line center, but he provides defensive stability 
and he can win a faceoff, which — on this team — is a punched ticket to 
skate with Laine and Bjorkstrand. Credit to Nash that he’s continued 
playing his brand of hockey amid the chaos. 

C | Eric Robinson: The best aspect of Robinson’s game is his skating, 
but it’s also a source of much frustration. He creates an inordinate 
amount of scoring chances, but has trouble finishing. He gets in on a lot 
of forechecks and pucks, but rarely finishing checks with a thud or a 
crunch. Robinson has been pretty much what you’d expect. You could 
even say his production (4-5-9 in 28 games) has been more than 
expected. But his game seems to have plateaued. 
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C | Kevin Stenlund: The surprise retirement of Mikko Koivu gave 
Stenlund regular playing time, but he hasn’t exactly demanded a bigger 
role with his play. Is he a center or a winger? The Blue Jackets aren’t 
sure, but he’s played a lot of center this season due to the 
circumstances. He had 4-3-7 in 17 games and he’s generated only 23 
shots on goal in 17 games. That’s a shame, because he has a pretty 
good shot. Stenlund’s ice time (12:22) tells you the level of trust among 
coaches. 

C – | Nick Foligno: This is not the season Foligno wanted on many levels. 
He has just 4-7-11 in 28 games, not the offensive statement he was 
hoping to make during the final year of his contract, with unrestricted free 
agency looming this summer. Foligno is a gamer and he’s getting plenty 
of ice time (18:03, second only to Atkinson among forwards), but the 
production just hasn’t been there. There’s already trade talk with Foligno 
among playoff-bound clubs. 

C – | Alexandre Texier: It’s a touch unfair to grade Texier this harshly, 
because he’s been rushed to the NHL from the very start. You could 
make the case that he should be playing in the AHL, learning to thrive 
offensively and working out the kinks at center ice. Instead, he was put 
high in the Blue Jackets’ lineup based on hope and expectations, and it 
sometimes looks like he’s barely hanging on. 

D | Liam Foudy: From the start of the season, Foudy looked to be in over 
his head at the NHL level, which is why the Blue Jackets sent him to AHL 
Cleveland to find his game and learn to thrive offensively in the pros. He 
played one game and was injured (upper body), but he’s healthy now 
and will likely be back in Columbus soon. The Blue Jackets love his 
skating and anticipation, but the finer points need a lot of work. 

D – | Emil Bemstrom: Nobody seemed pleased with Bemstrom’s 10-goal 
rookie season in 2019-20, but he’s backpedaled significantly this year, 
spending long stretches out of the lineup. He has 0-1-1 in 13 games with 
only 13 shots on goal. If you’ve watched Bemstrom play and thrive in 
Europe, it’s hard to digest how ineffective he’s been in the NHL. 
Something comes over him, and it’s paralyzing. 

D – | Mikhail Grigorenko: It seems highly unlikely that the relationship will 
extend beyond this season, which is too bad, because Grigorenko moved 
his family here from Russia in the hope of sticking in the NHL. He’s been, 
basically, a zero impact player no matter where in the lineup he skates. 
The healthy scratches have become routine now, which is never a good 
sign. 

D – | Max Domi: Sad to say, but Domi is almost unrecognizable as the 
player who, two seasons ago, was a two-way demon and nearly a point-
a-game producer with the Canadiens. He rarely wins 50-50 puck battles, 
has shown only sporadic bursts of playmaking, and has been guilty of 
more turnovers and errant passes than anybody on the roster. Honestly, 
on a club that preaches accountability, it’s amazing Domi hasn’t been a 
healthy scratch at any point this season. 

Defensemen 

This has been the foundation of the Blue Jackets for the last several 
seasons. Perhaps the shaky start on the blue line this season should 
have been the first indication that this was going to be a rough ride. 

It’s easy to say the off-season trades of Ryan Murray and Markus 
Nutivaara have left the Blue Jackets without defensive depth, but the 
struggles this season have been mostly among the top four, including 
their two NHL All-Stars. 

The defensemen alone can’t be blamed for the Blue Jackets’ repeated 
problems in their own zone, but they’ve been a big part of it. 

Let’s grade ’em: 

B | Michael Del Zotto: This is one of the few bright stories this season. 
Del Zotto came to camp on a tryout and not only made the final roster cut 
but landed in the opening-night lineup. He’s missed only one game this 
season and has, at times, been the Blue Jackets’ best defensemen, 
especially early in the season. That’s really good news for Del Zotto, but 

not so much for the Blue Jackets. Del Zotto is third on the club in hits (59) 
and fourth in blocked shots (34) despite a role on the third pair. 

B – | Seth Jones: It was a little alarming to see Jones struggle as he did 
early in the season. He fought the puck like we’ve never seen and you 
could tell he was second-guessing his instincts. It’s gotten much better, 
though, over the last few weeks. He’s not back to his normal ‘A-game’ 
self, but it’s headed in the right direction. Jones is 10th in the NHL in ice 
time (25:11 per game), but only 30th among defenseman with 13 points. 
He was minus-11 through the first 15 games of the season, but he’s got 
an even rating in the last 13 games. 

B – | David Savard: When the struggle hits Savard — one of the most 
unflappable Jackets — you know it’s real. Savard has logged heavy 
minutes against top teams, but he too has had some uncharacteristic 
follies in his own zone. Savard has had a revolving door of partners 
beside him until recently, and he’s gotten back to playing a more 
recognizable game. He leads the Blue Jackets in blocked shots (54) and 
is tops among defensemen with 65 hits. 

C | Zach Werenski: It’s been a strange season for Werenski, one that 
started with early struggles that led to him being taken off a pair with 
Jones. They’re back together now and playing well, but Werenski’s goal-
scoring has dried up after leading NHL defensemen with 20 goals (in 63 
games) last season. He has only one goal this season in 21 games and 
he’s taking about a half-shot fewer per game. Until lately, Werenski 
hasn’t been as dangerous with the puck on his stick. 

C | Gabriel Carlsson: It seemed like the Blue Jackets were losing faith in 
Carlsson, who was ninth on the depth chart at the start of the season. He 
waited his turn, though, and grabbed a spot in the lineup when Dean 
Kukan faltered. Of late he’s played on the second pair with Savard and 
looked pretty solid. There are still some awkward moments, where the 
game looks a little rich, but Carlsson has mostly held his own. 

D | Vladislav Gavrikov: The second pairing with Gavrikov and Savard 
made so much sense last season, but it just hasn’t clicked this time 
around. Gavrikov played his way onto the third pairing about three weeks 
ago after repeated mistakes in his own zone. There are times when you 
can tell he doesn’t trust his eyes and is taking a half-second longer to 
make decisions. He’s also not all that physical, with a sharp drop in hits 
per 60 minutes (2.76 from 3.61) and blocks per 60 minutes (3.45 from 
4.21). 

D | Dean Kukan: The trade of Murray and Nutivaara opened a door for 
Kukan to lock down his spot in the lineup. It didn’t happen. Kukan is 
regarded as a very good puck-mover more than an offensive 
defenseman, but that hasn’t been evident early this season, and 
eventually, he played his way out of the lineup. That has to be frustrating 
for Kukan and the Blue Jackets. 

Coaching 

C | John Tortorella: This is the final year of Tortorella’s contract with the 
Blue Jackets. If this is his swan song in Columbus, it isn’t ending 
smoothly. In fairness, the roster that Tortorella is working with is deeply 
flawed and perhaps undertalented. You can get away with strong centers 
and below-average wingers, but it’s impossible to survive without strong 
centers. How much responsibility does Tortorella take in Pierre-Luc 
Dubois’ ugly departure? We may never know, but that trade has forced 
the Blue Jackets to change their game-plan and their identity in the 
middle of a season. That’s almost impossible. In a flash, a season that 
was supposed to end in a fifth-straight playoff berth now feels like a 
season of growing pains … with potentially many more on the horizon. 
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Julien BriseBois likes where the Lightning sit in the standings as they 
approach the midway point of the NHL season. 

But the Tampa Bay general manager said it’s difficult to tell how the team 
matches up against the rest of the league, since the abbreviated 56-
game schedule makes for more games in less time and the Lightning are 
only playing their seven division opponents through the regular season 
and first two rounds of the playoffs. 

“When the season starts, where do we want to be at the midpoint of the 
season?” BriseBois said Friday during his midseason media availability. 
“Well, we want to bank as many points towards the standings as possible 
so that we’re in a position to secure a playoff spot in the second half of 
the season. And you look at the standings this morning, you look at wins 
and losses, goals for, goals against, our special teams, the only 
conclusion you can draw is that we’ve had a really good first half of the 
season.” 

The Lightning entered Friday’s games ranked among the top four teams 
in the league in most statistical categories that matter — points (tied for 
third), goals per game (first), goals allowed per game (third), point 
percentage (first), power-play percentage (fourth) and penalty-kill 
percentage (second) — which can be expected from a team that returned 
most of its players after winning the Stanley Cup, even without high-
scoring forward Nikita Kucherov. 

But because of the uniqueness of this season, those quantifying factors 
might not go quite as far as they would in a normal year. The focus is on 
getting to the playoffs, but it’s more important to gear the team toward 
playing its best when it matters most, which is during the postseason. 

Here are the main points that emerged from BriseBois’ media session: 

The good and the bad 

BriseBois said he sees a lot of consistency in the Lightning’s play 
between last season and this year, which is to be expected from such a 
veteran group. He said the team continues to improve its physicality, 
which shows in their play in front of both nets. 

“In the defensive zone, we’re doing a much better job boxing out,” he 
said. “And in the offensive zone, we’re doing a much better job getting to 
the front of the net screening shots and tipping pucks, so that that’s a 
positive trend for our group. 

“The one area where I think our play has slipped is we’re giving up more 
odd-man rushes and we’re giving up more quality chances off of odd-
man rushes,” BriseBois continued. So that’s one area where I’d like us to 
tighten up in the second half of the season.” 

BriseBois also said the Lightning are giving away too many power-play 
opportunities with minor penalties. Tampa Bay is second in the league in 
penalty minutes per game (10.6) 

Is Kucherov on schedule? 

The Lightning have played well without Kucherov, who is recovering from 
hip surgery. The assumption throughout the season has been that they 
will get him back for a postseason run, and BriseBois said Kucherov is on 
schedule to return for the playoffs. Kucherov began skating this week, a 
significant step in his rehab, which is “exactly on track,” according to 
BriseBois. 

“He’s following the schedule very methodically and following the protocol 
and working hard with our therapist to get his range of motion back and 
his strength back,” BriseBois said. “Now he’s skating, so it’s getting those 
muscles to start firing up again, and it is a process. It’s a long rehab. … 
As of now, everything indicates that he is right on track and he will make 
a full recovery, and when I see him every now and then his spirits are 
high and he’s itching to get back playing again and ramping up what he’s 
allowed to do.” 

On the trade deadline 

The Lightning had to utilize the long term injury reserve to become cap-
compliant for this season, and as of now BriseBois said they have zero 
cap space to work with. So any trade acquisition would need to be 
accompanied by an equal amount of money going out. 

“And because of that, realistically, I think it’s unlikely that we’re going to 
be adding a player between now and the (April 12) trade deadline,” 
BriseBois said. “The good news is that the team that we have right now 
as assembled has a reasonable reason to believe they can chase down 
another Stanley Cup. It’s got a roster filled with players that have proven 
that they can win a championship.” 

BriseBois said that last season’s deadline trades, which cost the 
Lightning draft picks to acquire forwards Blake Coleman and Barclay 
Goodrow, were made with the idea that those players would be with the 
team this season, as well. Plus, there’s no “acquisition” the Lightning 
could get for the postseason better than a healthy Kucherov. 

Andrei Vasilevskiy’s workload 

Goaltender Andrei Vasilevskiy is off to a tremendous start, and a 
legitimate case could be made that he’s the team’s first-half MVP. He’s 
played 20 of the team’s 26 games, and the Lightning could do that 
because games were more spread out. But with the schedule tightening 
up, it will be interesting to see how the Lightning manage his workload. 

“It’s always a balancing act,” BriseBois said. “Now going forward, we 
have so many games in such a short period of time ... we’re going to 
have to share the load. And we have faith in (backup) Curtis 
(McElhinney) that he can help us win games when he’s called upon. I 
think if it was up to Vasy, he’d play every game, but at the same time he 
understands that. His goal is to win another Stanley Cup, and we need 
him fresh, or as fresh as possible.” 
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Let’s go to the tape: Lightning win some, lose some on reviews 

 

Eduardo A. Encina 

 

It’s rare to see Lightning captain Steven Stamkos so animated, but when 
he was called for a high-sticking penalty in the final minutes of Tampa 
Bay’s 6-4 loss Thursday in Detroit, Stamkos didn’t hesitate to yell across 
the ice to get the officials’ attention. 

“Review it, review it,” Stamkos could be heard shouting on the Lightning 
television broadcast. 

Reviews have been rare this season, but Tampa Bay made one 
challenge during the game and officials reviewed another call. One went 
against the Lightning, the other in their favor. 

With 1:08 remaining, the Lightning had cut the Red Wings’ lead to a goal 
when Stamkos and Detroit captain Dylan Larkin met for a faceoff in 
Tampa Bay’s offensive zone. Stamkos won the faceoff — he’s 
unquestionably the team’s best player in the dot — but Larkin took a spill 
afterward, drawing the high-sticking penalty. 

The usually collected Stamkos became incensed, yelling at Larkin — the 
two have a history dating back to a famous fight in 2015 — arguing with 
the official and then incessantly calling for a review. Penalty calls can be 
reviewed at the discretion of the referee. 

The review clearly showed there was no high stick by Stamkos; rather, 
Larkin’s own stick hit him in the face. Stamkos returned from the box and 
back to the circle, where he had some more words with Larkin. 
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How do you find the right treatment for relapsing MS? 

“So much of the game is, like, under a microscope now, so you don’t 
want an erroneous call to affect potentially the outcome of the game,” 
Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “And it’s not the refs’ fault when the 
guy gets hit with his stick. 

“And the game happens so fast, and instinct is 98 percent of the time it’s 
the other player doing it. You just don’t get it wrong and the refs didn’t get 
it wrong. And I thought it played out properly the way it should have.” 

Stamkos said in some ways the damage already had been done once 
the play was blown dead after the Lightning won the faceoff. 

“I knew I didn’t high-stick him, so I knew it,” Stamkos said. “It just sucks 
that you win the faceoff, they blow the play dead, you never know what’s 
going to happen. But at the end of the day, as a player you just want 
them to get the call right, and good for them. They reviewed it, got it right 
and we had some more chances.” 

A Red Wings empty-net goal with 20 seconds left eventually sealed the 
game. 

Late in the first period, Detroit was credited with a goal when Tampa Bay 
goaltender Curtis McElhinney stopped Anthony Mantha’s shot but was 
pushed into the net with the puck when Lightning defenseman Jan Rutta 
collided with him as he was tangled with Mantha. 

The Lightning’s challenge was unsuccessful, and the Lightning had to kill 
off a two-minute delay-of-game penalty for losing the challenge. 

Cooper contested after the game that Mantha’s stick played a role in 
pushing McElhinney into the net. 

“Yeah, to me, I thought Mantha’s stick pushed McElhinney in the net,” 
Cooper said. “I mean, you look at it live and it looks like Rutta did it, but it 
was Mantha’s stick. If Rutta’s not in there, McElhinney still goes into the 
net because of Mantha’s stick. That’s my opinion. It wasn’t theirs. We got 
two (minutes) to kill.” 

No evaluating McElhinney 

Thursday’s 17-save performance was just McElhinney’s fifth appearance 
of the season. He’d probably have played more, but his season debut 
was delayed by a two-week stint on the league’s COVID-19 protocol list. 
And he’s had some strong outings, including a 31-save display in a 3-1 
win over Carolina on Feb. 25. 

McElhinney did allow five goals on Thursday and six on 21 shots in a 
loss to Florida in his second start of the season. And the Lightning are 
just 7-8-1 in McElhinney’s last 16 starts dating back to last season. 

But Cooper gave full support to his backup goaltender, saying that four of 
Detroit’s goals were a result of Tampa Bay turnovers that left McElhinney 
with little defense. 

“There’s no evaluating Mac,” Cooper said of the 37-year-old McElhinney, 
who is in his 13th NHL season. “The reason he has been in the league 
for so long and has had a successful career is that he’s a good goalie. 
And he hasn’t played a ton. I don’t know, if we don’t turn some of those 
pucks over, maybe those situations don’t play out the way they did. But 
he’s earned his stripes in this league, so I’m not sure I understand the 
(idea of) evaluating him.” 
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State of the Lightning ahead of the trade deadline: GM Julien BriseBois 
looking to improve despite cap constraints 

 

By Joe Smith Mar 12, 2021 

 

Lightning general manager Julien BriseBois opened his annual 
midseason address Friday by delivering a 10-minute analysis of where 
the Cup champs stand. 

There is obviously a lot to like. His team is leading the league in points 
percentage, ranks in the top three in goals for and against, and is in the 
top five in both special teams units. The underlying numbers the 
Lightning track, from how they manage the game physically to scoring 
chances allowed, have been consistent. 

BriseBois used words like mature, talented and resilient to describe the 
group. 

“I see no signs of complacency for winning a championship,” BriseBois 
said. “I see steely resolve. I see humble confidence. And hunger for 
more.” 

That sounds good, but it also sounds like there’s not much outside help 
expected to come for their run at a repeat. 

BriseBois, who has transformed the Lightning with his bold February 
trades, said it’s “realistically unlikely” they’ll add a player by this season’s 
April 12 trade deadline. It’s not necessarily because they don’t want to, 
nor does it mean they won’t try. 

“We have literally zero cap space,” he said. 

BriseBois entered the season believing his biggest deadline addition 
would be Hart Trophy winner Nikita Kucherov, who is “right on track” in 
his recovery from December hip surgery and should be ready for the 
playoffs. No team in the NHL will add as significant a player in the next 
month. But the only reason Tampa Bay has been cap compliant for the 
season was that Kucherov was put on long-term injured reserve, 
meaning that it could exceed the cap by an amount equal to his 
contract’s $9.5 million annual average value. 

That’s where the small and big picture intersect. The salary-cap hell the 
Lightning were in last season is expected to be an annual challenge, with 
NHL commissioner Gary Bettman saying the cap will likely remain flat at 
$81.5 million the next three to four seasons. Next season’s Tampa Bay 
team will look much different than this one, with pending UFAs like 
Barclay Goodrow and Blake Coleman probably pricing themselves out of 
town. And they won’t be the only ones. 

The Lightning will lose another player to Seattle in the expansion draft, 
and even beyond that, they may have to move another core player or 
two. They’re already $3.5 million over next season’s cap, with just 15 
players signed, according to CapFriendly. 

“It’s a challenge for tomorrow,” BriseBois said. 

A general manager always has to balance the present and future, and 
those guiding championship teams are in an especially tricky spot. The 
Lightning’s window is far from closing, with a nucleus that includes 
Kucherov (27), Brayden Point (24), Victor Hedman (30), Andrei 
Vasilevskiy (26), plus the next wave of their core in Mikhail Sergachev 
(22), Anthony Cirelli (23) and Erik Cernak (23). 

But in a cap world, the Lightning are unlikely to have as talented a team 
as they’ve had this season and last. That’s why BriseBois dealt two first-
round picks and top prospect Nolan Foote to the Devils to land Coleman 
and Goodrow last season, knowing he’d have two playoff runs with both. 
It’s why he’ll likely do everything in his power to add another piece if he 
can make the money work. 

“We have a mature group. We have a group that’s chasing a 
championship,” BriseBois said. “Every decision that we have made up to 
this point and every decision we will make in coming weeks is geared 
toward providing us the best odds possible to go on another magical run 
in the postseason.” 

BriseBois said this season has been especially challenging for many 
reasons, from the COVID-19 protocols and shortened camp to the 
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divisional schedule format. It’s hard to know how you match up against 
top teams in different divisions if you don’t play against them. 

But the bigger hurdle is that even if the Lightning want to add, every trade 
has to be dollar in, dollar out. And if they want to continue to deal futures, 
they already have no second-round picks in the next two drafts. Some of 
their top trade chips are prospects, whether it’s Mathieu Joseph or Alex 
Volkov, both of whom have been on the roster all season. Then there’s 
Alex Barre-Boulet and Ross Colton, who made their debuts this season. 
“Their time to become regulars on our team is probably coming in the not 
too distant future,” BriseBois said. 

If the Lightning are able to find a trade fit that matches cap hits, they’ll 
likely be dealing some of the young and cheaper players that they’d need 
to fill their lineup after cap-cutting moves. 

“The salary cap is designed for parity,” said Oilers general manager 
Kenny Holland, who won four Cups with the Red Wings. “You can be a 
good team when you’ve got the nucleus like Tampa Bay has got. You 
can be an elite team for a long time. But the salary cap takes away all 
your depth. 

“You can still have the core of your team, but you can’t be as deep as 
you once were. You’re more susceptible if you have injuries.” 

The biggest injury the Lightning have dealt with is Kucherov, who started 
skating this past week and is itching to get back. So far, it appears he’s in 
line to be back for the playoffs in mid-May. 

“He’s following the schedule very methodically and following the protocol 
and working hard with our therapist to get his range of motion back and 
his strength back,” BriseBois said. “Now he’s skating, so it’s getting those 
muscles to start firing up again, and it is a process. It’s a long rehab. … 
As of now, everything indicates that he is right on track and he will make 
a full recovery.” 

There could be more concern about keeping the defense healthy. Cernak 
has suffered multiple injuries this season, from taking a shot off the top of 
his foot to taking a hit to the head this past week against the Red Wings. 
Both have been short-term, but if there’s a long-term injury, it’d really 
challenge Tampa Bay, which is thin on the right side. 

BriseBois said he’s been encouraged by the development of rookie Cal 
Foote, who is averaging 11:01 of ice time per game. He said Foote put a 
lot of time during the pause into getting stronger and that it has shown in 
his game. Left-shot Andreas Borgman, who played 48 games with the 
Leafs in the 2017-18 season, made his Lightning debut this week in 
Detroit. Luke Schenn has been a solid depth defenseman but mostly a 
healthy scratch lately. 

If there’s an area Tampa Bay can improve at the deadline, you would 
think it would be the blue line, with a David Savard-type pending UFA. 
The Lightning used nine defensemen in the playoff run last season, and 
they lost some experience with Kevin Shattenkirk and Zach Bogosian 
leaving in free agency. 

“I’m comfortable with what we have now,” BriseBois said. “Borgman 
played the other game and looked fine, considering how little he played 
in the last year. He can skate and move the puck. He was poised and 
didn’t look overwhelmed when playing against a very good Chicago 
team. That gives us eight right now around the team that we feel we can 
throw out into a game.” 

BriseBois said areas the team can improve are giving up fewer rush 
chances and taking fewer penalties, both of which have put increased 
pressure on their goaltenders. Vasilevskiy, the former Vezina Trophy 
winner, is playing at an MVP level — among the league leaders in goals 
saved above expected. He’s also started 20 of the team’s 26 games this 
season, a kind of workload that’ll be tough to replicate during this stretch 
of condensed games coming up. 

Backup Curtis McElhinney is 2-2 with a 3.20 goals-against average and 
an .894 save percentage in five starts. Those aren’t ideal numbers, 
though they are a bit inflated due to the play in front of him in two of his 

losses, against the Red Wings on Thursday and against Florida on Feb. 
15, when he gave up a combined 11 goals. McElhinney could get more 
starts in the next couple of months, knowing Vasilevskiy — who started 
every playoff game in the Cup run last season — will likely carry a large 
load this summer. 

“It’s always a balancing act,” BriseBois said. “Now going forward, we 
have so many games in such a short period of time … we’re going to 
have to share the load. And we have faith in Curtis, that he can help us 
win games when he’s called upon. I think if it was up to Vasy, he’d play 
every game, but at the same time, he understands that his goal is to win 
another Stanley Cup, and we need him fresh — or as fresh as possible.” 

The Lightning’s deadline moves this season could very well be limited to 
getting Kucherov back, and BriseBois reiterated that last season’s 
acquisitions, Coleman and Goodrow, were brought in partly because 
they’d be under contract this season, too. BriseBois said Coleman and 
Goodrow are “the type of players who help you win championships” and 
the team would like to bring them back next season, as well, though, with 
the cap constraints, those types of negotiations will be put off until the 
summer. 

“It’s a significant challenge, in terms of being able to keep all our good 
players together,” BriseBois said. “That was going to be a challenge even 
under the best of circumstances, when we expected the cap to be at $84 
million. We’re at $81.5 million, and it’ll remain for the foreseeable future. 
It’s a challenge for tomorrow. Now we’re focused on what kind of 
decisions we can make to increase the odds of today’s team having a 
magical run.” 

Again, BriseBois said it’s “unlikely” they’ll add a player by the deadline — 
he didn’t say it was impossible. He added “your guess is as good as 
mine” when it comes to how the next month will go around the league. 
There will be many teams in the Lightning’s situation of having no cap 
space, with every addition needing a subtraction to work. With each 
divisional game offering a four-point swing, it’ll be hard to know which 
bubble teams will be sellers. 

“It’ll be interesting to find out,” BriseBois said. 

This could be either a fascinating or boring few weeks for the Lightning. 
They’ve got a championship-caliber team, one that has won together, 
that is deep and determined. But I’ll always remember when BriseBois 
said in the offseason that he didn’t know if he would have lived it down if 
he hadn’t given his group the absolute best shot to win the Cup with his 
deadline moves. 

It’s something every championship GM goes through, with Holland and 
Blackhawks GM Stan Bowman describing the eventual “reckoning” that 
comes for every club due to the cap. “Eventually, the cap wins,” Holland 
said. “It’s undefeated.” 

But both Bowman and Holland said it’s a lot easier to rebuild after putting 
multiple Cup banners up in the rafters, something the Lightning are trying 
to do. 

“That’s why you give up futures when you’ve got a chance to win — 
because it’s so hard to win,” Holland said. “It’s incredible for your fans, for 
your players, for your organization, for your business. When you’ve got a 
chance, you’ve got to pay the price.” 

I think BriseBois would pay the price — if he could make the numbers 
work. 

The Athletic LOADED: 03.13.2021 

1205742 Tampa Bay Lightning 

 

Lightning trade tiers: From picks and prospects to the longshot cap 
casualty 
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By Joe Smith Mar 12, 2021  

  

Lightning general manager Julien BriseBois didn’t want to trade Nolan 
Foote at last year’s NHL trade deadline.  

They had taken the winger in the first round eight months earlier, and 
Foote — with an NHL-ready shot — was arguably the top prospect in 
their system. 

But Devils GM Tom Fitzgerald said Foote was the guy he was asking for 
from Tampa Bay — along with a first-round pick — to put them over the 
edge in a “bidding war” for winger Blake Coleman.  

Foote was the Lightning’s biggest trade chip and BriseBois put him on 
the table. Six months later, Tampa Bay won the Stanley Cup.  

Flags fly, forever right?  

Just over a year later, BriseBois has to again decide if his Cup 
championship needs another piece ahead of the April 12 trade deadline. 
The Lightning entered Thursday’s game in Detroit leading the league in 
points percentage and goal differential, but had a nine-game points 
streak snapped by the Red Wings. They’re No. 1 in goals for and against. 
Their special teams units are both in the top five. 

On the surface, it looks like they don’t need anything. And the Lightning 
might very well stand pat, especially considering they’ve got pretty much 
zero cap space. 

But you can make an argument BriseBois could use some more depth on 
the right side of his blue line, depending on how they feel about rookie 
Cal Foote’s development. Blue Jackets’ pending UFA David Savard is 
the kind of hard-to-play-against defenseman Tampa Bay could use (for 
what it’s worth, assistant GM Jamie Pushor was at Columbus-Panthers 
game Thursday night). Or they could look at a puck-mover like Troy 
Stecher, who scored for the Red Wings against the Lightning Thursday.  

And if Tampa Bay is a buyer in the next month, they’ve got some trade 
chips they can cash in.  

We polled some NHL scouts to get a sense of what the Lightning’s most 
valuable trade assets are. They have some players — and futures — 
who would be intriguing to other teams. It’s just a matter of if they find the 
right fit. This is not to say they are actively “shopping” these players, it’s 
more so which ones teams would be most likely to inquire on. The 
Lightning aren’t expected to deal from their core. 

Top trade assets  

2021, 2022 first-round picks  

Why not start here? The Lightning dealt two first-round picks at last 
year’s deadline to acquire Coleman and Barclay Goodrow (Sharks), with 
those moves paying off in a big way. Think most Tampa Bay fans would 
consider it was worth it, right? Those two players were also on favorable 
contracts for this year, too, so it wasn’t a rental situation — something to 
keep in mind. 

But the Lightning have shown a willingness to deal their first-rounders, 
whether it’s before the draft or after they become prospects. Nolan Foote 
became the seventh first-rounder in the last nine the club has moved, 
with Foote’s brother Cal (a first-rounder in 2017) and Andrei Vasilevskiy 
the exceptions. Of course, there are a lot of good trades in there, from 
Tampa Bay turning Jonathan Drouin into Mikhail Sergachev, to Vladislav 
Namestnikov and Brett Howden being packaged for Ryan McDonagh.  

With the Lightning not having a second-round pick in each of the next two 
drafts, it would be tough for them to give up one of these firsts — the 
team’s organizational ranking of players 22 and younger is 25th in the 
league, according to our Corey Pronman.  

But BriseBois explained a couple years ago his view on first-round picks 
as assets.  

“If you do a good job and develop all the players you’re drafting — which 
is impossible to do, we haven’t been able to do that,” BriseBois said, 
“even if they don’t end up playing for you, they’ll end up playing 
somewhere else, and you end up moving them and maybe getting the 
missing piece to put your team over the top at the NHL level.” 

Former NHL GM Craig Button, a TSN analyst and scout, brought up an 
interesting point, however. Button wonders what draft pick currency will 
look like after such an unusual season where scouting was more limited 
due to the pandemic (with many junior leagues shut down). 

“You can start to look it as a year to say, ‘Well geez, there’s no 
guarantees in the best of years, much less a year like this, so our picks 
are in play this year,'” Button said. “But how desirable are teams in taking 
draft picks?” 

Mathieu Joseph 

Joseph has been terrific this season, delivering the kind of bounce-back 
season coaches were hoping for after his humbling demotion to AHL 
Syracuse in the middle of last year. He’s returned to his identity of using 
his disruptive speed and has pitched in offensively too, with five goals 
and nine points in 24 games. Joseph is a versatile prospect you can play 
everywhere from the second to fourth line, on the wing and in the middle.  

He’s got a favorable contract with a $737,500 cap hit this year and next. 
The Lightning have depth up front as they’ll have to take someone out of 
the lineup when Nikita Kucherov returns for the playoffs, and when 
Mitchell Stephens (knee surgery) is back in the coming weeks. But 
Joseph is also someone Tampa Bay could use in their lineup next year 
after shedding cap space this summer.  

Joseph was already one of the most-talked-about Lightning prospects 
before last year’s deadline, and his resurgence should only add to his 
trade value. 

“He can skate, he’s at the right age and he’s moving along,” Button said. 
“So he would be a guy that without a doubt I’d be interested in.” 

Alex Barre-Boulet  

Barre-Boulet, 23, signed as an undrafted free agent a couple years ago, 
finally got his first shot in the NHL this year, playing in his second game 
on Tuesday in Detroit. Barre-Boulet showed he could be a playmaker 
and scorer in the AHL, tying for the league lead in goals as a rookie and 
then becoming an All-Star his second season.  

Barre-Boulet has looked pretty good in his first two games, logging 
between 10-12 minutes, while getting some action on the second power 
play. He’s mostly played on the fourth line, but handled that role too, 
showing some poise. Barre-Boulet is one guy other NHL teams have 
talked about when it comes to the Lightning.  

“Elegance is not his strong point in the way he skates,” coach Jon 
Cooper said. “But he gets from A to B, his first couple steps are better 
than most. (Barre-Boulet) can skate in the NHL. What is going to help 
him is that he’s smart. When you’ve got a good intelligence for the game, 
you know where to go and it makes you look faster.” 

Alex Volkov  

Volkov has been a “mystery” to scouts ever since the Lightning took him 
in the second round a few years ago. The Russian winger has a top-six 
caliber toolkit, from his hands and shot to his size, but has struggled to 
put together consistency. There are some games where Volkov really 
shines, and others when you don’t notice him at all. 

The fact Volkov got the nod for the Cup-clinching Game 6 in the Stanley 
Cup Final showed how much trust he earned from both coaches and 
teammates, who pushed for him. He’s had an up-and-down season so 
far, with three goals and two assists in 17 games. Rookies like Barre-
Boulet and Ross Colton have pushed him for playing time, and Taylor 
Raddysh got called up to the taxi squad.  
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Volkov is an RFA after this season, so the Lightning would like to see 
what they have in him before considering putting him in any ideal. But 
have we seen the full picture yet? 

Jack Finley  

The Lightning took a swing at last year’s draft in dealing next year’s 
second rounder to add another in picking the 6-foot-6 center. It’d be hard 
to imagine Tampa Bay moving on this quickly from Finley, who 
impressed some in camp and got to play a couple games for AHL 
Syracuse before returning to junior.  

“When we were scouting Spokane the last couple years, you could see 
the maturity in his game,” Lightning scouting director Al Murray said after 
the draft. “He’s a good athlete, even as an underage playing power play 
and penalty kill. We didn’t draft him for his size, we drafted him because 
he’s got skill, competitiveness and hockey sense … We moved up on 
him similar to when we moved up on Brayden Point. He didn’t slip 
through.” 

AHL Syracuse coach Ben Groulx said Finley made a favorable 
impression too. 

“He’s a big man, big centerman,” Groulx said. “A guy that wants to learn. 
He’s a smart guy, he can apply things you’re teaching. It’s a great quality. 
A coach can teach as much as he wants, but the bottom line is the coach 
has got to repeat, teach, repeat, teach but at some point the player has 
to do it. He really wants to be a hockey player, wants to do things right.” 

Secondary trade assets  

Gage Goncalves 

Goncalves made a strong push at Canada’s World Junior camp before 
getting cut, but the second-round pick did earn an entry-level deal with 
the Lightning. Goncalves, like Finley, got a look in Lightning camp and 
spent some time in Syracuse (playing one game).  

“He’s a very intelligent young man,” Groulx said. “He understands things 
quickly. And what I like about Gage is he understands how that translates 
right away on the ice. When we talk about habits and identity, he gave 
me the impression of a young man that wants to play the right way to get 
better and be a difference-maker. I have a lot of time for Gage Goncalves 
during the time he was here, I learned a lot from him as a person and 
player. To be honest, it’s exciting to see a guy like that right end up 
playing for us next year.” 

Sammy Walker 

Walker, a seventh-rounder in 2017, is in his third year at the University of 
Minnesota. He’s already surpassed his goal total from each of the first 
two seasons (12) and is plus-11. Walker doesn’t have much size (5-foot-
10, 179 pounds) but brings some intrigue as a prospect.  

Button has compared Walker to the Penguins’ Sammy Blueger. 

“When I watch Walker play, I see a player more like (Blueger),” Button 
said. “Teddy Blueger found his spot in Pittsburgh — he can chip in up the 
lineup when needed. He stepped up when they had injuries, and he can 
play a third-line role. But he has that offensive background. Sammy has 
the smarts, he has the skill set. But he’s not top end. Teddy Blueger is an 
NHL player, and you talk about the Lightning’s salary cap scenarios, I 
think a player like Sammy Walker will become really important.” 

Ross Colton 

Colton delivered a storybook debut a few weeks back, scoring a goal on 
his second shift (in front of friends and family). The 6-foot center, a 
fourth-round pick in 2016, has made tremendous strides, especially in his 
conditioning and two-way game.  

“I think all the credit goes to Ross,” Groulx said. “He understands now 
exactly what’s required to play in the NHL, in terms of conditions and 
skating, and in terms of stamina to stay on the ice. He really bought in, 
and I’m very impressed.” 

Hugo Alnefelt 

Alnefelt is the Lightning’s top goalie prospect, not that the Cup champs 
need a No. 1. Alnefelt is having a tough year in his Swedish league, (5-
14, .904 save percentage), but Tampa Bay thinks highly of him and he’s 
impressed on the international stage. 

“I love Hugo,” Button said. “He reads the play exceptionally well. He gets 
himself in good position and doesn’t overplay. This is a real good 
goaltender.” 

Cap cutting chip  

Tyler Johnson 

This is more of a longshot category. If the Lightning wants to get ahead 
of their salary cap crunch this summer and deal from their depth, they 
can look to move Johnson, who has three more years left at $5 million 
AAV. But there are a few wrinkles here. Johnson has a full no-trade 
clause, and while he gave BriseBois a list of 7-8 teams to work with in the 
offseason, I don’t get the sense that his camp has been approached 
since this season started. 

And if the other 30 teams didn’t take Johnson for free (on waivers) in the 
offseason, they’re likely going to require another asset coming back to 
take the contract at the deadline. 

There are also reasons Tampa Bay would want to hold onto Johnson for 
a few more months. He’s still a productive and versatile player, and while 
Johnson’s numbers don’t scream the resurgence many expected going 
into the season, Johnson has 52.4 Corsi-For Percentage, won 56 percent 
of his draws and has chipped in five goals. He’s looked good since 
getting moved back to center the past couple games with Coleman and 
Goodrow. He’s said he’s more comfortable there and it’s showed, scoring 
twice in Tuesday’s 4-3 overtime win, including setting up the game-
winner by Coleman. 

I think Johnson will likely be a top candidate to get moved this summer, 
but just don’t see it by the deadline. 

“I’ve always enjoyed playing with Johnny when I can and he’s a really 
skilled player,” Coleman said. “He slows the game down, he makes 
things easier for his wingers, he’s good in the dot. He just likes to make a 
lot of plays, and I enjoy playing with guys like that, who make plays but 
also compete.” 
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The Athletic / ‘I need to be prepared’: NHL draft-eligibles have a small 
window to make an impression 

 

By Ryan S. Clark Mar 12, 2021 

 

Everything was starting to come together for Conner Roulette. He was 
back home in Manitoba waiting for the WHL to announce a start date 
when he was given something of a lifeline. 

The chance to play with the Selkirk Steelers of the MJHL. Playing in the 
MJHL meant the Seattle Thunderbirds star forward could actually start 
playing games instead of perpetually training like he had done for the last 
several months. Roulette, his agent and his family explored the idea of 
playing in other leagues such as the BCHL, USHL or even going to 
Europe. But they decided it would be better for him to stay in his home 
province. The plan was simple. Use the time in the MJHL to show NHL 
scouts that he had improved since the last time they watched him play. 
That way, he could potentially boost his draft stock before re-joining the 
Thunderbirds whenever the WHL season started. 
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About that. Roulette played all of three games with his new team before 
the MJHL postponed its season in November then ultimately canceling in 
January. 

Roulette is not the only NHL Draft hopeful who had a plan that did not 
fully materialize. Many of them have a similar tale, it’s just that their 
details are different. It all amounts to prospects in the OHL and WHL 
knowing they have a limited window to impress NHL organizations 
leading up to the draft in July. The OHL has yet to announce when it will 
start its season. Meanwhile, the WHL announced numerous start dates 
only to keep pushing them back. Eventually, the league started by 
gradually rolling out a 24-game regular season on Feb. 26. 

Getting a finalized plan mattered for a few reasons. For one, there had 
been talk about the NHL pushing back the draft. But the league said 
Thursday it will more likely than not keep the draft on the planned 
weekend of July 23-24. Then there’s the impact of how NHL teams have 
long relied upon talent from the OHL and WHL to build their future. 
Thirteen of the 31 first-round picks from last year’s draft – 42 percent – 
came from those two leagues. In total, those leagues supplied the draft 
with 27 percent of the players who were selected. 

“Obviously, just from the start of everything, when you first get canceled, 
you are unsure if we are going to resume or not,” Roulette said about 
when major junior canceled play during the 2019-20 season. “Then, you 
get the countless times when you get a light at the end of the tunnel and 
that gets pushed back and pushed back. You spend all that time in your 
point of view like, ‘Is it your last week here and is this your last week 
training?’ and then you have to keep going and keep training. That has 
happened a lot. Then we get a start date and you are excited and proud 
to keep going with all those previous times you figured there would be a 
season. I think going through all of that is going to help me out a lot and 
help me going into the season. I have had plenty of time to train.” 

For OHL prospects, the wait continues for an announcement on a start 
date. 

“It’s definitely not the situation any of us were expecting,” Windsor 
Spitfires forward Wyatt Johnston said. “All I can do right now is just try to 
get better and be at a spot where when we do have the 20-game season, 
if that happens, I am not taking five or 10 games to hit my stride. I need 
to be prepared for when that first game starts so I can play my best.” 

Prospects like Johnston and Saginaw Spirit goaltender Tristan Lennox 
understand the bigger picture in that the OHL is trying to find a start date 
while making sure it can be done safely. Johnston said he was able to 
get more fitness equipment so he could work out at home given gyms 
kept opening and closing. He used the winter to shoot pucks in his 
backyard and get in ice time at an outdoor rink. He’s found ice in and 
around Toronto, but has even gone as far as driving to Hamilton for the 
hopes of finding ice time at an open rink. 

Lennox has had the chance to work with a goaltending coach to stay 
sharp. He’s worked on details such as his depth in net and how to 
challenge shooters. He’s feeling more confident on secondary plays and 
rebound chances. The 6-foot-4 and 190-pound Lennox has worked on 
developing his body to be stronger. His brief stint with the AHL’s Toronto 
Marlies gave him insight into how strength is everything for a goaltender. 
His agent, Pat Morris, received a phone call from the Marlies about 
wanting to sign his client to an amateur tryout offer. The Marlies were 
going through goaltending injuries and needed depth. Morris said he saw 
it as a good opportunity for Lennox to further his development. 

Initially, both the AHL and NHL signed off on the transaction until Morris 
said a third party intervened and said Lennox was ineligible because of a 
technicality. Morris explained that AHL rules state that a player must be 
18 by Sept. 15 – when the season normally starts – in order to be 
eligible. But with Lennox turning 18 in October, it was thought he would 
be eligible because the AHL season had not started yet. 

But it was still an eye-opening experience for Lennox. 

“You have guys who are 230 pounds coming down at you. It’s not a fat 
230. It’s a muscular 230,” Lennox said. “As a goalie, you notice how hard 
they shoot the puck and how strong they are protecting it. I remember we 
were doing a power-play drill and Justin Brazeau (who is 6-foot-6 and 
241 pounds) stood in front of me. I tried to push him and he did not 
budge.” 

Even though things did not work out with the Marlies, Lennox still had an 
opportunity and that is more than most. Morris shared how people 
learned the hard way that there are not countless roster spots. The 
Swedish junior leagues getting canceled made the spots in leagues in 
Austria and Slovakia even more difficult because there was competition 
from players all over the world, let alone the OHL and WHL. 

Morris said there were some leagues where players would pay to play, 
which priced out families that did not have the money to take on the 
expense. 

“It’s about mental toughness and using that to get through a challenging 
time,” Morris said. “It’s telling our players that hockey will be back. But in 
the meantime, that they can pour themselves into their training and their 
schoolwork.” 

Getting a chance to play games can do more than just show teams a 
player has matured into their body. Game time allows prospects to show 
that they have grown in their roles. Lennox was 10th in the OHL in 
victories, but he also wants to improve his goals-against average and 
save percentage that were both outside of the top 20. Meanwhile, 
Johnston is seeking to show there is more consistency in his game. He 
joined the Spitfires after scoring 48 goals and finishing with 94 points 
across 76 games with the Toronto Marlboros the year before. 

Johnston said he moved throughout the Spitfires lineup to open last 
season and then found a home on the fourth line before gradually 
ascending in the lineup. He received more minutes on the power-play 
toward the end of the season, but his primary goal is finding more playing 
time while also showing he can be a trusted, two-way player. 

“I feel like I have not played a hockey game for five years,” Johnston 
said. 

Working to stay in shape is not the only avenue prospects have taken to 
help their draft stock. Some agencies and junior teams are sending 
highlight videos to NHL teams in a bid to further promote their players. 
Prospects are also being told to do something else: Have a lasting 
impression whenever they interview with a team. In a regular year, 
scouts would have been able to meet with a player in person after a 
game. Each team would have had a couple in-person meetings by now. 
Some would have even taken it an extra step by speaking to those 
around that prospect just to get a stronger feel for who they are away 
from the rink. 

Teams are still contacting prospects. Kamloops Blazers forward Logan 
Stankoven said 2o-to-25 teams have reached out through a phone call, 
questionnaire and, yes, Zoom calls. Stankoven said he prefers the Zoom 
calls because it is the closest thing to having an in-person discussion. 

Agents such as Morris and Allain Roy have helped their players navigate 
those interviews so they can feel at ease. For them, it is making sure 
their clients are personable with NHL teams. That they find ways to share 
the growth they have made as people and as players. It is about letting 
teams know their personality while working in other items such as 
whatever progress they have made while not playing games. 

“I have a couple buddies who have gotten questionnaires from the same 
teams or in a couple days, I get an email and then my friend gets an 
email,” Stankoven said. “I would not say (hearing from several teams) 
releases a ton of stress or worry. But I will say it is a privilege and it is 
one of those things you don’t want to take for granted. You have a 
chance to get drafted and not many kids get that. It’s special.” 

Prospects, their families and their agents are not the only ones thinking 
about the time crunch ahead of the draft. NHL organizations have their 
own set of items to consider leading up to the NHL Draft. 
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Each organization faces its own set of challenges. Seattle Kraken 
assistant general manager Ricky Olczyk said the expansion team’s 
circumstances could be considered unique compared to others, but every 
team is facing the same obstacles. 

“You are selecting good players and you want to develop those players 
and you hope they end up in Seattle and play for the Kraken,” Olczyk 
said. “If you have done that, you have done your job. If not, then 
somewhere in that process, we messed up. That is what you’re trying to 
figure out. … I would say it is vitally important for us as we are an 
expansion franchise. This is the most important (draft) because it is our 
first. These are the challenges we are in right now. We are not making 
excuses.” 

Olczyk said teams must do more than consider the normal areas of 
evaluation. He said it is important to take into account how the last 12 
months have impacted players. The stories around the hockey world are 
all so different, such as the Red Deer Rebels having their players live at 
the arena. That is why the Kraken are being patient in their due diligence 
and looking at several factors when it comes to evaluating a player. 

But then there are the factors that are out of their control. Scouts have 
also had to adjust. For example, the University of Michigan allowed 
scouts at the start of the season only to close down in December before 
re-opening after Jan. 1. 

“There have been ups and downs, you try to start planning trips and you 
may have to adjust or cancel,” Olczyk said. “Whatever the local 
restrictions are, we want our scouts to be healthy and safe. We will react 
to what we need to do, whether that is more live viewings at a later time 
or making that up by watching a player on video.” 

It starts with what leagues, teams and local jurisdictions are doing when it 
comes to having people enter arenas. Say a scout is on their way to a 
game, then, they are checking the hourly email updates from NHL 
Central Scouting that lets scouts know if their game has been canceled 
or if it is still being played. 

Arena and travel restrictions is just one facet. Scouts’ preferences are to 
meet prospects in person. Those in-person meetings allow a scout to see 
a prospect’s frame. Doing that allows them to assess a few items. Say a 
prospect is thin. Is it because he is wiry thin and can add weight over 
time? Is he someone who is just naturally small? Or could this be 
someone who is about to hit a growth spurt? 

And then there are the challenges of relying too heavily on video. 
Usually, organizations have had certain showcases and tournaments 
they could scout to get a stronger feel for prospects beyond what they 
see when they play in their respective leagues. Those opportunities have 
been largely taken away and it comes with the understanding that video 
scouting, while helpful, can only tell so much. The other thing about using 
video is the vantage point. One NHL scout said some of the video teams 
get is not NHL-caliber. Some of these videos only show so much and it 
does not allow them to see what a player is doing away from the puck. 

“Our people say it a lot: I want you to Watch video, but I want you to be 
careful,” the scout said. “You have watched video and it can be 
dangerous. You start doing that a lot, and you are not going to like 
anything about a kid’s game. Think about this. They are 18-year-olds. 
They are inconsistent. … Other than the no-brainers like the MacKinnons 
or McDavids, it is interesting but it is what makes it fun. … Guys are sick 
and tired of video. I can tell you that. They want to go to games and see 
live action.” 

Perhaps one of the more unique perspectives comes from agents like 
Morris and Roy. In a normal year, they would still be busy. But this 
particular draft cycle they are helping navigate their clients through an 
added stress of what was already a stressful experience. Roy said the 
goal is to be there for families and answer whatever questions they have 
about the process while adding perspective. 

For example. It’s fair to think about a certain team drafting their son. But 
they must understand there is another set of parents who feel the same 

thing. And one scout might like their son, while another scout has 
someone else at that same range. 

“A lot of people forget it is not just one person making a decision,” Roy 
said. “There are 20 people at a draft table. … There could be a scout 
from the west pushing for his guy and a scout from Quebec pushing for 
his guy. There is a sense of pride in this. Those guys fight for their 
players too. There are so many influences that happen through the draft 
that a lot of people don’t quite grasp.” 

Morris said it all comes down to understanding one concept: The draft is 
a mechanism for teams to find talent and good players will get noticed. 
One way or another. 

He looked at how things worked out with the 2008 NHL Draft. Players like 
Steven Stamkos, Drew Doughty and Alex Pietrangelo have lived up to 
what came with going in the top four. Yet there were others who went 
later and still found success. A future Norris Trophy winner in Roman 
Josi was a second-round pick. A future Vezina Trophy winner and five-
time All-Star in Braden Holtby was a fourth-round selection. Plus, the 
sixth round is when Cam Atkinson and Jared Spurgeon were taken. 

“The draft is important, but it is not the end all be all,” Morris said. “We’ve 
all heard great stories about the late-round draft picks turning into 
excellent players. You will get found. … It is not the end of the world if 
you do not get drafted. If you play and continue to improve, they will find 
out. You don’t want the success of this year and what you have done to 
get here to be determined on being drafted or not drafted.” 
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The Athletic / LeBrun: Trade fits these 6 contenders should explore 
ahead of NHL deadline 

 

By Pierre LeBrun Mar 12, 2021  

 

This is shaping up to be a somewhat abnormal trade deadline — like just 
about everything in our lives over the past 12 months — but there are still 
going to be some tangible moves before April 12, just not as many as we 
normally get. 

I recently wrote why I think that is, but not all hope is lost. Some 
contenders are making their calls. Many teams are doing their pro 
scouting meetings this week or next to prepare for the deadline. 

A year ago, the Tampa Bay Lightning were the trade deadline winners (in 
retrospect) when they shelled out assets to acquire Blake Coleman and 
Barclay Goodrow and reshaped two-thirds of their third line for the 
playoffs en route to the Stanley Cup. Just getting Nikita Kucherov back 
from injury sometime in the playoffs is likely to be Tampa Bay’s big 
deadline addition this season given their lack of cap space and frankly, 
no major needs at all. 

But other contenders are going to act. 

With that in mind, here are some moves that would make sense for some 
contenders looking to add a final piece or two to get over the hump. 

Mattias Ekholm to the Boston Bruins 

Our esteemed Bruins beat writer Fluto Shinzawa earlier this week had a 
really good piece, pointing out that while Ekholm checked all the boxes 
for the B’s, the fact that he’s the most sought-after player on the trade 
market doesn’t fit the deadline style of GM Don Sweeney. And I mean, 
you might argue that the Bruins need more second-line forward help right 
now than anything. But I still think Ekholm to Boston is a match made in 
heaven. I like the toughness Jarred Tinordi has brought since being 
claimed off waivers but with the offseason departures of Torey Krug and 
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Zdeno Chara, there are still some holes on the left side of the defence. 
Ekholm has a year and a half left on his contract at a bargain $3.75 
million AAV. It’s the perfect match for what’s left of the Bruins’ 
championship-contending window. What’s a first-round pick and a 
prospect when you’re trying to max out Patrice Bergeron’s remaining 
time in the NHL and win another Stanley Cup? Could Jake DeBrusk be 
part of this deal? Ekholm remains a stud, top-four D. If you’re Sweeney, 
you owe it to your team to try to swing this. 

Eric Staal to the Carolina Hurricanes 

OK, so this one has a Hallmark movie feel to it. But it just so happens, as 
I discussed on TSN’s Insider Trading on Thursday, that the Hurricanes 
have brought up Staal’s name internally and discussed the possibility of 
bringing him back. I wouldn’t describe it as a top-of-the-agenda item for 
the contending Canes, who honestly don’t need a thing in my mind. Their 
lineup is loaded. But I know the Carolina brass recently discussed the 
merits of picking up the phone closer to the April 12 deadline if Staal was 
still on the Buffalo roster and seeing what it would take in a softer deal to 
get the pending UFA. You can imagine Jordan Staal would love the idea. 
And I mean, who wouldn’t? 

You might argue the aging Eric Staal has lost a bit of a step and maybe 
doesn’t quite gel with the Canes’ up-tempo game. But I would also say 
there are going to be games in the playoffs where the rulebook gets 
thrown out on some nights and it’s a grudge match out there. Staal 
remains a strong, physical presence who can play both centre and wing. 
I love the idea of him back in Carolina. 

Rickard Rakell to the Toronto Maple Leafs 

The word from sources around NHL front offices is that the Leafs have let 
it be known they’re poking around for a middle-six or top-six forward with 
a two-way game who is hard on the puck. James Mirtle made the case 
this week for the Leafs to go all-in with a trade. 

Mikael Granlund has been linked to the Leafs for a long time via the 
rumour mill and he’s probably an easier fit for Toronto because he’s a 
pending UFA. But that Rakell comes at nearly the exact same cap hit as 
Granlund (Rakell, $3.79 million; Granlund, $3.75 million) and has another 
year on his deal as well, that’s a bonus hockey-wise even though it 
creates cap issues for the Leafs after this season. They would be getting 
at least two possible playoff runs out of Rakell and in the event they can’t 
get Zach Hyman re-signed, they would have already found his 
replacement. If Hyman re-signs, then they’ve got the offseason to juggle 
the cap and figure it out. I feel Rakell, who plays both wings, is a step up 
talent-wise on Granlund. Anaheim isn’t shopping Rakell, but they’re 
listening. And there’s a difference there. They like the player. Teams will 
have to pay to get him. For me, that starts with the Leafs offering 2020 
first-round pick Rodion Amirov and still, that probably wouldn’t be 
enough. Toronto would need another asset in the package. The Leafs 
are all-in. GM Kyle Dubas owes it to the cause to investigate the Rakell 
situation. 

Alex Goligoski to the Philadelphia Flyers 

The 35-year-old blueliner isn’t having a banner year, with two assists on 
the season, but he’s been solid defensively. Add his body of work the last 
few years and that he’s a pending UFA, and I believe his name is on the 
Flyers’ list of potential targets. 

Not top of the list, but it’s one of those situations where if the Flyers strike 
out on other top-four targets, they could come calling to Arizona 
eventually. 

That Goligoski is a pending UFA is an appealing factor for a Flyers team 
that probably would rather not complicate their Seattle expansion 
protection issues. Flyers defencemen Ivan Provorov, Travis Sanheim and 
Philippe Myers are must protects ahead of the July expansion draft. So 
renting a top-four D is probably the best course of action, although if they 
found a way to get into the Mattias Ekholm auction they might be willing 
to deal with that expansion draft headache after the season. 

Goligoski is a left-handed defenceman and the Flyers, who didn’t replace 
Matt Niskanen after he retired in the offseason, would prefer a right-shot 
D. But the fact Goligoski can play both sides fills the need. 

It’s not the sexiest deal but one that I believe is among the realistic 
possibilities for the Flyers. 

The Coyotes are still in the playoff race so how they fare in the standings 
closer to April 12 will obviously have a bearing on their pending UFAs, 
which they have plenty of. But they’re in dire need of acquiring draft 
picks. 

David Rittich to the Washington Capitals 

The sense I get out of Washington is that the next few weeks will be 
important to get a better feel for Ilya Samsonov and where he is with his 
game. In the big picture, I think there’s confidence in thinking he’s their 
No. 1 guy for years to come. But is that level of consistency going to be 
there this season? The Caps are all-in and the window to win is tight. So 
it’s why I think if there’s still any doubt at all closer to April 12 they go out 
and bring in some insurance in goal. And what better fit than Rittich, who 
is a pending UFA. The Caps have almost zero cap room so they’d need 
the Flames to eat at least half of Rittich’s $2.75 million cap hit. And it 
goes without saying that Rittich would only be available one presumes if 
the Flames under new coach Darryl Sutter haven’t made a run back into 
the playoff picture. But all things being equal, I like this fit for Washington. 

Mattias Ekholm to the Winnipeg Jets 

There is only one Mattias Ekholm, we can’t clone him yet. But if the 
Bruins trade doesn’t happen … I love the Jets option. 

Loaded up front and with a Vezina Trophy winner in goal, the Jets 
scream one more top-four D as a piece to get them over the top. It just so 
happens that I’ve heard some rumblings the Predators have chatted 
internally about 24-year-old Jets blueliner Sami Niku, who has struggled 
to become a mainstay in the Winnipeg lineup but remains a player with 
more ceiling. Would a first-round pick and Niku do the trick for Ekholm? 
The only fly in the ointment is the 14-day quarantine for players crossing 
the border into Canada. The Jets just lived it with Pierre-Luc Dubois. But 
if you’re talking a futures deal anyway, what’s two weeks in the bigger 
picture when you’re getting at least two possible playoff runs out of 
Ekholm before his deal is up? Come on GM Kevin Cheveldayoff, take 
another swing. What’s two blockbusters in one shortened season, right? 
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The Athletic / Connor McDavid, Victor Hedman, Andrei Vasilevskiy and 
Kirill Kaprizov lead races for NHL Awards 

 

By Jesse Granger Mar 12, 2021  

 

We’re approaching the midway point of the NHL season. 

Some teams have played more than half their games, while some have 
played fewer due to postponements, but as a whole the league is 
generally about halfway through the season. And with that, it’s an 
opportune time to examine the future betting market odds. 

On Wednesday, we examined each of the four divisions, finding value 
where perhaps the betting market hasn’t caught up to some favorites 
running away with divisions, or sleeper teams quietly creeping up the 
standings. Now, let’s look at a few of the NHL’s biggest end-of-season 
awards. 

Which players are suddenly contenders for awards, but still longshots on 
the betting board? Are there players currently looking primed to win an 
award, that bettors should be cautious about backing? 
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Without further ado, here’s a look at the future odds for the Hart, Vezina, 
Calder and Norris Trophies. 

All Lines via BetMGM as of Friday morning. This link will take you to a 
risk-free bet offer via our partnership with them.  

Hart Trophy Odds 

Connor McDavid 

-115 

Patrick Kane 

+350 

Auston Matthews 

+450 

Anze Kopitar 

+1400 

Mitch Marner 

+1600 

Of the last nine players to win the Hart Trophy, six of them led the NHL in 
points. One was of course goaltender Carey Price, and the other two 
finished sixth (Taylor Hall) and fourth (Alex Ovechkin). That’s important, 
because handicapping the Hart Trophy race is often just predicting who 
will finish with the most points. 

Right now it looks like Connor McDavid will once again have that honor. 
He leads all scorers with 45 points and is seven points clear of second 
place. Luszczyszyn’s model also projects McDavid to lead the league in 
points when the season closes, and the odds follow suit. He’s a heavy, -
115 favorite to win the Hart. 

Can anyone challenge McDavid? Perhaps the best bet is Chicago 
Blackhawks star Patrick Kane, who has suddenly emerged as another 
contender for the trophy. He started the season as a 50-1 longshot, but 
after tallying 38 points in only 26 games he has the second-best odds at 
+350. If you’re betting on Kane – or McDavid, for that matter – one of 
your biggest concerns must be team success. Voters have shown a 
hesitancy to vote for players on teams that miss the playoffs, and while 
Chicago and Edmonton are both barely in the current playoff picture, 
there’s no guarantee that will last. 

A dark horse candidate to watch for is Mark Schiefele, who is quietly fifth 
in the league with 33 points – only five behind Kane for second – and is 
still a +2200 longshot to win Hart. 

Vezina Trophy Odds 

Andrei Vasilevskiy 

+120 

Marc-Andre Fleury 

+350 

Philipp Grubauer 

+750 

Semyon Varlamov 

+900 

Kevin Lankinen 

+1100 

What a start to the season it’s been for Marc-Andre Fleury. When the 
season began he wasn’t even considered the No. 1 goalie on his own 
team, and he’s now a contender to win the Vezina Trophy at +350. 

Fleury was such a long shot to begin the season he wasn’t even listed on 
the board. The first bet placed on him at BetMGM wasn’t until Feb. 15, 
when he was +3000. Those days are long gone, as he has the second 
best odds in the league behind only 2018-19 Vezina winner Andrei 
Vasilevskiy (+120). I’d be careful betting Fleury to win the Vezina now, 
though. It’s unknown when Robin Lehner could return from his lengthy 
absence. He’s currently on the long term injured reserve, but when he 
returns Vegas president of hockey operations George McPhee has said 
he expects an evenly-split goalie rotation to resume. Fleury has been a 
workhorse for the Golden Knights lately, but Lehner’s return could end 
that. That could hurt Fleury’s numbers compared to a goalie like 
Vasilevskiy who is expected to continue his heavy workload throughout 
the remainder of the season. 

The last four goalies to win the Vezina have all ranked first or second in 
goals saved above average, and top-3 in wins. Right now the only two 
goalies to fit both criteria are Fleury and Vasilevskiy. The next closest is 
Islanders’ netminder Semyon Varlamov, who is currently third in goals 
saved above average (9.73) and only one win behind third place in the 
league. At +900, he’s likely the best option to take a flyer on. 

Calder Trophy Odds 

Kirill Kaprizov 

-175 

Kevin Lankinen 

+400 

Tim Stutzle 

+800 

Ty Smith 

+850 

Nils Hoglander 

+1100 

I don’t think many would complain if they just handed the trophy to Kirill 
Kaprizov right now. He entered the season +400 to win the Calder 
Trophy, but is now the runaway favorite at -175. 

If Kaprizov can’t keep this pace up, one longshot I’d consider is Ottawa 
forward Josh Norris. He’s second amongst rookies in scoring with 15 
points, but currently has the seventh-best odds at +1400. 

Norris Trophy Odds 

Victor Hedman 

+250 

Cale Makar 

+250 

Charlie McAvoy 

+700 

Jeff Petry 

+1200 

Aaron Ekblad 

+1400 

The Norris Trophy is sometimes seen as a reputational trophy, handed 
out based on name recognition and perception. However, the last five 
trophies have been handed out to first time winners. Could that be the 
case again this season? 
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The current odds-on favorite is Tampa Bay’s Victor Hedman, who also 
won it in 2017-18. He leads all defensemen with 24 points this season, 
and is the oddsmakers’ favorite at +250. 

If you’re looking for a lower-profile defender with an outside chance of 
becoming a first-time Norris winner, it has to be Montreal blue liner Jeff 
Petry. He’s always been a solid defender for the Canadiens, but has 
been surprisingly productive offensively this season. He is only one point 
behind Hedman for the league lead, but has much longer odds to win it at 
+1200. He’s come a long way from before the season started. Like 
Fleury, Petry wasn’t even on the board to begin the season. The first bet 
MGM took on him wasn’t until last Saturday, at his current +1200 odds. 
It’s not likely Petry will win, as Montreal’s season is currently trending in 
the wrong direction, but to get those kinds of odds on the league’s 
second highest scoring defenseman isn’t bad value. 
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Sportsnet.ca / Oilers pile on Senators as Tippett's bet on McDavid-
Draisaitl reunion pays off 

 

Mark Spector 

March 13, 2021, 1:29 AM 

 

EDMONTON — The polite way to say it would be that the Ottawa 
Senators don’t match up really well against the Edmonton Oilers. 

That Ottawa’s young, mistake-prone roster — outscored 5-2 on average 
over seven consecutive losses to Edmonton — is the wounded 
wildebeest to Edmonton’s pride of hungry lions. Or that the Senators' 
creaky goaltending is the hanging curveball to the Leon Draisaitl and 
Connor McDavid’s green light on three-and-oh. 

Even in the playoffs, they stop after four straight wins. 

“I thought we played, for the most part a pretty good game,” said Brady 
Tkachuk after the latest massacre, a 6-2 thrashing Friday night in 
Edmonton. “There are always stretches where momentum shifts, but it 
definitely wasn’t a 6-2 game.” 

It wasn’t? 

“I don’t see a 6-2 game tonight,” echoed head coach D.J. Smith. “We 
can’t take that many penalties, against this power play, and they got 
some timely, lucky goals, I guess. 

“We didn’t manage the puck the way we have to, but our effort was 
there.” 

Look, I’ve covered the Oilers since about 1991. I’ve seen teams that own 
another team — specifically, the old Oilers — but the schedule never put 
the Sedins’ Vancouver Canucks, Nicklas Lidstrom’s Detroit Red Wings or 
Mike Modano’s Dallas Stars up against Edmonton seven times in a half-
season of hockey. 

Seven times in 29 games this year for Edmonton — nearly one-quarter of 
their 2021 campaign has been played against Ottawa, the sad-sack club 
that is responsible for 14 of Edmonton’s 36 points. 

Yet, somehow, 6-2 on a Friday felt a whole lot better than 7-1 on 
Wednesday for the Senators. 

“We learned a big lesson in the last game. We got out-worked, out-
competed, and that should never happen,” said Tkachuk. “It was a big 
moment for us to step up and make sure we're the team that worked the 
hardest.” 

There is a fine line here, with due respect to a roster full of inexperienced 
young talents in Ottawa. An improved effort and competitive level in loss 
No. 7 is, we guess, in the parameters of a rebuild, a sign of progress. 

Remaining Time -0:47 

Chabot banks puck off Barrie for Oilers own goal 

But losing 6-2 two days after losing 7-1 can’t be something you clap 
yourself on the back over, though we understand how Smith is trying to 
build up his team’s confidence, not verbally dismantle it. 

“Say whatever you want, those kids worked out there tonight. They 
competed hard,” he demanded, post-game. “We didn’t get the result we 
wanted, we just didn’t take care of the puck. But the effort and will to win 
was there. 

“I think we deserved better tonight,” he said, before adding, “Their big 
guys — again — continue to give us major issues.” 

Ya think? 

Oilers head coach Dave Tippett would never admit it, but he was 
conducting a bit of an experiment this week. After more than a season of 
proving how effective they can be on separate lines, Tippett wanted to 
see what it would do to the overall balance, or the “rhythm” as he says, of 
his lineup if he put McDavid and Draisaitl back together. 

Would he have done that if the week-long opponent was the Winnipeg 
Jets or Toronto Maple Leafs? We doubt it, and we won’t be surprised if 
they are back centering their own lines as soon as Monday in Calgary vs. 
the Flames. Or tonight in Vancouver. 

Remaining Time -0:58 

Off opening faceoff, McDavid scores just 10 seconds into game 

But against Ottawa, Tippett gambled that his two superstars would bury 
the Senators all on their own, while the rest of his lines figured things out. 

He was right: In seven games Draisaitl (seven goals, 10 assists) and 
McDavid (three goals, 13 assists) piled up 33 points. 

A giveaway-prone Senators club just kept putting the ball on the tee for 
the NHL’s two leading scorers, and they kept striping it 300-plus down 
the middle of the fairway. 

“In Edmonton, we’ve had our struggles (against them), but I thought we 
played right with them at home, where we could get a hard matchup,” 
Smith said. That’s fair — the scores were 3-2 and 3-1 in Ottawa, where 
the matchup was not nearly as lopsided as in Alberta. 

“You also can’t take four penalties against that power play, and allow 
them free ice and feel the puck and feel good about themselves,” said 
Smith, considering the question about the bad matchup again. “That’s a 
fair assessment, but as our young guys continue to get better we’re going 
to be the guys that people are going to have a tough time checking.” 

They will, to be sure. 

That’s what they used to say in Edmonton, back in about 2010. 
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Sportsnet.ca / Canucks' Hoglander thriving in Vancouver despite isolating 
rookie experience 

 

Iain MacIntyre 

March 12, 2021, 6:29 PM 
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VANCOUVER – Not only has he a dream job, Nils Hoglander has a 
dream commute to go with it. 

Each morning the Vancouver Canucks are home, the Swedish rookie 
leaves his 22nd-floor apartment that overlooks the city, gets in an 
elevator and rides down to the bottom of the Rogers Arena. That’s his 
commute. No car, no transit, no rain. 

This is rink-rat heaven. 

“Taking an elevator to get to the rink would be like a dream for Nils,” 
Chris Abbott, the Canadian general manager of Hoglander’s former 
team, Rogle BK, told Sportsnet. “You’ll have to turn the lights out to get 
him to leave. You'll never find a guy who wants to be on the ice more. I'd 
be out for a run and I'd see him skating on rollerblades with a bunch of 
kids in the middle of nowhere. He loves being around the rink and loves 
his teammates, and I think that goes a long way for him to focus on what 
he needs to do to stay in the NHL.” 

Thirty games into Hoglander’s National Hockey League career, it’s 
difficult to recall how much uncertainty there was about his readiness for 
the Canucks when the winger from Bocktrask, in Northern Sweden, 
arrived in December for training camp. He turned 20 on Dec. 20 while in 
quarantine. 

Rogers Hometown Hockey 

This season, home is where the hockey is. Experience Rogers 
Hometown Hockey. 

Hoglander was a sensation at camp, seizing the top-six opening created 
by Tyler Toffoli’s free-agent departure to Montreal. Hoglander impressed 
not only with his speed and skill, but his tenacity and combativeness in 
puck battles, which were surprising for a "skill" rookie who is only five-
foot-nine and 185 pounds. 

Just like young cornerstones Elias Pettersson and Brock Boeser, 
Hoglander scored in his Canucks debut, a 5-3 opening-night win over the 
Edmonton Oilers on Jan. 13, and has been a top-six fixture since then. 

“His willingness to compete and compete in hard areas, that’s probably 
the thing that stands out to me,” Canucks coach Travis Green said. 
“There’s no way he could win puck battles the way he does if he wasn’t 
brave and wasn’t playing without fear, which is easier said than done. 
The skill and the plays he makes with the puck, those are the easy things 
to see. But his nature, that competitiveness, is probably the biggest thing 
for me.” 

Hoglander has five goals and 11 assists in 30 games, numbers that don’t 
convey his full impact. Although he has been less noticeable in some 
recent games — his ice time of 13:04 in Wednesday's 5-1 loss to the 
Canadiens was Hoglander's lowest since January — he still leads all 
Canucks regulars in play-driving with a shots-for percentage of 51.77 and 
corresponding expected-goals-for rate of 52.14. 

What makes Hoglander’s unexpected season especially remarkable is 
that he is thriving professionally while personally living in isolation as a 
20-year-old far from home in an unfamiliar city during a global pandemic. 

The tower where he and a handful teammates live was built by Canucks 
managing owner Francesco Aquilini’s family company. But Hoglander 
lives on his own, prevented by both NHL and B.C. provincial health 
guidelines from hanging out with teammates away from the rink, going 
out for meals or getting treated to a home-cooked dinner by a veteran 
teammate. 

It was adorable last season that Calder Trophy runner-up Quinn Hughes 
started calling elder Canucks teammate and mentor Chris Tanev “Dad.” 
But for most young, single players beginning their NHL careers far from 
home, the reality is teammates are their family. 

Home of the Canucks 

“Usually we have guys over for dinner and get them to hang out with our 
kids a bit and it kind of gives them a break from what they've been 

doing,” Canucks centre Brandon Sutter, 32, said last month during a 
Zoom call. “We just haven't had the chance this year. 

“That part's tough, no question about it. Fortunately, I have a family and 
my wife and kids, so I go home and I'm doing my normal stuff. For our 
young guys, they're more or less hanging out by themselves all the time 
and that's tough. It's just the world we're in right now.” 

Without fans and ticket revenue, and facing millions in losses this 
season, the Canucks as a company are operating with a skeleton staff – 
a fraction of the number of their usual full-time employees. 

But assistant general manager Chris Gear said the team is still doing 
everything it can to support Hoglander and other young Canucks. Team 
services manager Mike Brown is the first point of contact for players. 
Hockey operations manager Cheryl Loveseth and travel co-ordinator 
Cathie Moroney are also available to help, Gear said, as is the assistant 
GM. 

“You have young kids that have needs,” Gear said. “They don’t know 
everything and you do want to give them as much support as you can. 
This year is harder, but we’re trying to give them as much support as we 
would in any normal year. We do all their meals. Whether it’s game day 
or practice day, they come in and have breakfast. After practice, there’s 
lunch. We have packaged meals that they can take with them for dinner. 

“I think they know that we’re here for them. When Goldy (former Canuck 
Nikolay Goldobin) was around, he was often up in our offices needing 
something. I remember I negotiated his way out of his vehicle lease in 
San Jose. He couldn’t bring his car across the border, so I said I’d take 
care of it. There’s always weird things that come up that we try to help 
them with.” 

Hoglander appears to be low maintenance. 

He moved away from home at age 17 to play for Rogle in Angelholm, 
near Denmark at the far southern tip of Sweden, where he lived in an 
apartment provided by his team. After seven goals and 14 points in 50 
games as a Swedish Hockey League rookie, Hoglander was chosen by 
the Canucks in the second round of the 2019 NHL Draft. 

Eighteen months later, he was in Vancouver. To stay, apparently. 

“Of course, it's a different season this year without fans,” Hoglander told 
Sportsnet. “You can't go to restaurants and that stuff. But every time I go 
to the rink and play and practise, I enjoy it and have fun. It's my dream to 
play here, and I'm happy to be here. 

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. 

“Back in Sweden, it's much more defence play and you don't get so much 
(scoring) chances. The NHL is more offensive play. I feel better on a 
small rink with my quickness. The small areas, working to get the puck 
and being closer to the net, I think the smaller rink is better for me.” 

Hoglander said he is accustomed to living on his own. He misses the 
camaraderie of teammates away from the rink, but spends his afternoons 
FaceTiming his family and friends in Sweden. His mom, Maria, is a 
teacher and his dad, Anders, a professional test driver for auto-makers. 

“Cool job,” Hoglander said. 

He also spends a lot of time with friends and teammates playing video 
games online. Call of Duty is his favourite, and Pettersson and Canuck 
Adam Gaudette are regular gamers, he said. 

“Petey is a good friend to me. It’s nice to have him in the team,” 
Hoglander said. “We were at Timra together (in the Swedish second 
division), but Petey played with the older guys and I played with the 
younger guys so I didn’t know him.” 
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Asked what his typical pandemic non-game day is like, Hoglander said: “I 
show up one-and-a-half hours before practice, get breakfast at the rink. 
Lunch at the rink after practice. Then I go back home and maybe play 
some video games with my friends, talk with my family. You can go out 
and take walks and go in the city and look around. Vancouver is a 
beautiful city to live in, so I enjoy it. The restaurants are open but it's best 
if we stay home and order food or cook some food at home. But I can go 
out and it’s beautiful. I can walk in the city, walk by the water. Stanley 
Park is beautiful.” 

“We try to check in with him every now and then,” Green said. “Is he 
getting out, going for walks? What are those guys doing with their time? I 
think each player is a little bit different. But Nils, my feeling is he's fine. 
He loves hockey, loves coming to the rink. If you let him skate every day, 
he would. He's a happy kid, and he's doing pretty well.” 

Heading into Saturday’s home game against the Edmonton Oilers, 
Hoglander is eighth in scoring among NHL rookies. It will probably take 
one of the NHL’s hot young goalies to challenge Calder Trophy front-
runner Kirill Kaprizov, who has 20 points in 24 games for the Minnesota 
Wild, but will also soon be 24 years old and spent the last six seasons in 
the Kontinental Hockey League. 

Hoglander will be in the NHL for a while. He has taken advantage of an 
opportunity at forward that wouldn’t have been available to him on a lot of 
better teams, and is another potential core piece for the Canucks as they 
try to build out their lineup. 

“He is a player — and you don't see it with every player — he just has 
this passion for the game and the enjoyment that he gets from playing 
and being on the ice,” Abbott, the Rogle GM, said. “I've seen a lot of guys 
head over that way that aren't as prepared, but I thought that he had a lot 
of what it was going to take to be a fit there in Vancouver right away. I 
was quite confident we weren't going to see him back.” 

“I am happy every day to be there,” Hoglander said. 

Every day. 
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Sportsnet.ca / NHL Rookie Notebook: Golden Knights' Coghlan puts on a 
show 

 

Emily Sadler 

March 12, 2021, 4:37 PM 

 

Every week throughout the 2020-21 season, we're highlighting a handful 
of rookie performances and milestones from around the league. 

Stars' Robertson on a roll 

A new name has emerged in the rookie scoring race: Jason Robertson. 
The Dallas Stars forward just put up four assists in Tuesday's rout of the 
Chicago Blackhawks, one game after a two-point outing two nights 
before. 

Robertson -- older brother of the Maple Leafs' Nick Robertson -- had a 
five-game point streak earlier this season, and now has 13 points in 17 
games this year. 

Currently tied with Chicago's Pius Suter for the third-most points among 
rookies, Robertson has played seven fewer games than rookie points 
leader Kirill Kaprizov and 11 fewer than Suter. Though he was held off 
the scoresheet in Thursday's rematch against Chicago, he'll continue to 
be a name to watch. 

(Twenty) Dollar Dollar Bill Kirill 

Minnesota Wild rookie Kirill Kaprizov continues to lead all first-year 
NHLers in points, and on Wednesday he officially became the first of his 
peers to hit the 20-point milestone. His accomplishment marks the first 
time a Wild player has ever been the first rookie to hit 20 points in a 
season. 

With seven goals and 13 assists through 24 games, he's scoring at a 
0.83-point-per-game pace. That puts him on track to challenge for 50 
points in this 56-game season. 

Kaprizov leads Minnesota in points, ranks second in assists behind 
Jordan Greenway, and is tied for third in goals with Marcus Foligno. 
Perhaps it was a little friendly fire from Foligno that provided the boost 
behind Wednesday's goal -- the one that saw him hit 20 points and tie 
Foligno in markers. 

"I remind (Kaprizov) every day until he passes me that I have more goals 
than him," Foligno said during a Star Tribune podcast appearance that 
was posted earlier Wednesday. (Key words there: until he passes me.) 

Kahkonen keeps streak alive 

More good news in Minnesota: While Kaprizov has kept up his lead in the 
scoring race, Wild netminder Kaapo Kahkonen has ridden an eight-game 
personal win streak all the way to the top of the rookie goalie 
leaderboard. 

The 24-year-old is now tied with Washington Capitals goaltender Vitek 
Vanecek for most wins (11) among first-year goalies, and leads all 
goalies league-wide in wins since Feb. 18 -- the start of his remarkable 
win streak. 

He's having the kind of success Minnesota hasn't often seen from a 
rookie goaltender. Fifteen games into the season, he's already tied Josh 
Harding (2007-08) for the second-most wins in a season by a rookie 
netminder. (Two more, and he'll have the record -- Darcy Kuemper 
recorded 12 wins as a rookie in 2013-14.) 

Kahkonen's eighth straight win came against the Golden Knights 
Wednesday night -- a game that saw another impressive rookie feat... 

Coghlan makes it three 

Going into Wednesday's game against Minnesota, Vegas Golden Knights 
defenceman Dylan Coghlan had yet to score a goal in the NHL. 

By night's end, he had three. 

Remaining Time -0:37 

Golden Knights' Dylan Coghlan Nets A Hat Trick With His First Three 
Career Goals 

Coghlan, 23, is now the second rookie this season to score his first three 
goals in a single game after Chicago Blackhawks forward Pius Suter did 
the same back in January. He's the first defenceman to accomplish the 
feat since 1984, and the third in NHL history after Uli Hiemer (Devils, 
1984) and Joe Hall (Canadiens, 1918). 

Coghlan, who hails from Duncan, B.C., made his NHL debut last month. 
He is now suddenly tied for the team lead in goals by a defenceman with 
star Shea Theodore, and leads all rookie rearguards league-wide in 
goals. The undrafted defender was originally scooped up by Vegas as a 
free agent back in September 2017 after earning himself a camp invite. 
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From roster construction to on-ice execution, one would be hard-pressed 
to sketch a better first-half blueprint for the Toronto Maple Leafs in 2021. 

Their best players are their best players: The $40-million Core Four 
represent the Leafs’ top four scorers. Mitch Marner ranks fourth overall in 
points (37) and second overall in even-strength goals (11). A banged-up 
Auston Matthews has more goals (21) and game-winners (six) than 
anyone. And William Nylander and John Tavares are trending upwards. 

GM Kyle Dubas has reaped rewards from his newfound goaltending 
depth (six wins from backups), his cap-friendly veteran leadership (is 
Jason Spezza the best bargain in hockey?), and his efforts to balance 
the blue line (Calgary sure could use a T.J. Brodie). 

Toronto’s bad nights have been few and far between. The Leafs avoided 
consecutive regulation losses until March and seldom look overwhelmed. 
They lock down leads better than ever, their explosive power-play keeps 
opponents in check, and their depth contributions have been accelerated 
due to an infusion of internal accountability and competition. 

“The team is really gelling. We enjoy spending time together,” Joe 
Thornton says. “We compete hard every night. We’re a deep, four-line 
team, deep six D, and we got some great goaltending, so it’s just a very 
complete team. You feel like, when you hit the ice, you have a chance to 
win every night. And when you have that feeling it's pretty nice.” 

First-half Stats 

Record: 19-7-2, (1st in North Division) 

Goals per game: 3.46 (2nd) 

Goals against average: 2.50 (6th) 

Power play: 31.3% (2nd) 

Penalty kill: 77.2% (20th) 

Best surprise: The Maple Leafs can defend 

Connor McDavid’s frustrated expression. Leon Draisaitl’s slamming of 
the Gatorade bottle and sarcastic response to a reporter during a post-
game Zoom. And their coach, Dave Tippett, feeling compelled to throw 
his two Hart Trophy winners on the same line because they were having 
trouble solving the Maple Leafs’ blue line on their own – despite having 
three full games to do so. 

Toronto’s 13-1 shutdown of arguably the two most dangerous forwards in 
the sport, on their home ice no less, from Feb. 27 through March 3 sums 
up 2021’s most pleasant surprise in Leafland. 

When the Maple Leafs lost another elimination series, their fourth in a 
row, last summer, we screamed uncle. Fun and fast sells sweaters, but if 
Dubas was serious about winning in crunch time, he’d need to bring in 
experienced defenders, players who care more about preventing points 
than accumulating them. 

Well, the GM did just that, bolstering his defence corps with play-buster 
T.J. Brodie — a smart stick, a steady breakout, and the most consistent 
partner Morgan Rielly has ever had — and Zach Bogosian, a million-
dollar steal. 

Given a better foundation to work with, Keefe then drilled home a 
defensive mandate to all his players, and there has been buy-in up and 
down the lineup. 

“We’ve cleaned up a lot of stuff defensively,” Matthews said. 

While the penalty kill remains a soft spot, a once-porous Toronto club 
has significantly reduced its goals and shots against. The Leafs give up 
fewer slot chances and odd-man rushes, they backcheck with purpose, 

and get hemmed in their own zone less frequently than ever before with 
this core. 

“We’re getting to the point here now where we’re proving that we’re a 
team that can defend well,” said Keefe. 

Now that’s a pleasant surprise. 

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. 

Biggest disappointment: Reverse Retros Injury woes 

Toronto’s position atop Canada is all the more impressive when you 
consider the number of man-games lost to injury: 72. 

According to the number-crunchers at ManGamesLost.com, no team has 
had its win-loss record affected more by injuries than Toronto, believe it 
or not. 

Key veterans Wayne Simmonds (wrist) and Joe Thornton (rib) sat weeks 
with broken bones. Core leaders Jake Muzzin (face), Zach Hyman (foot) 
and Auston Matthews (wrist) have missed days, while others, like William 
Nylander (undisclosed), have been pushing through pain at various 
points during this truncated schedule. 

Further down the depth chart, the organization’s most prized prospects 
— Nick Robertson (knee, oblique) and Rasmus Sandin (foot) — have 
been dealt difficult setbacks in their development, appearing in just one 
NHL game apiece this season. 

Most concerning is Toronto’s struggle to get its top two netminders 
operating at full health at the same time. Certainly, the plan was not to 
have Michael Hutchinson — signed as a fourth-string depth piece in the 
off-season — make five starts in the first half, although the journeyman 
has comported himself well (3-2, .934). 

Jack Campbell (3-0-0) has played but once since going down with a leg 
injury in January, and Frederik Andersen (13-5-2) is still dealing with an 
undisclosed lower-body ailment. 

Adversity is welcome, but this group needs healthy goaltending and full 
movement in Matthews’ wrist by the time the second half wraps. 

Biggest question for second half: Will complacency become the enemy? 

Leaf fans have seen it in the past. The team they root for gets 
comfortable in a standings position (usually third in the Atlantic, not first 
in the North) and becomes susceptible to wild bouts of inconsistency. 
They’ll go toe-to-toe with a power like the Lightning one night and phone 
one in against a Buffalo the next. 

Now that the Leafs have a decent cushion, and they’ve fended off 
“measuring stick” challenges from Montreal and Edmonton and 
Winnipeg, can they keep their foot slammed on the gas without a test 
from Vegas or Tampa or Carolina around the corner? 

Can they enter the postseason — the only true referendum on their 
excellence — with their A-game and hunger intact? 

“We’ve seen with teams we've played [lately] that they've been hard on 
us generating offence,” Keefe observed. 

“The more that teams are settling into the season and their systems and 
getting to know all the opponents that much better, it’s going to continue 
to get harder. So, we’ve got to continue with [improving] ourselves. 

Sportsnet.ca LOADED: 03.13.2021 

1205786 Websites 

 



 

CAROLINA HURRICANES 
NEWS CLIPPINGS • March 13, 2021 

 

Sportsnet.ca / Bourne's notebook: How Connor Hellebuyck responds 
after a loss 
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Not all ideas and thoughts are full-column-worthy, which is how my 
esteemed colleague Elliotte Friedman ends up with 31 useful little tidbits 
each week. With that in mind, I’ve got a handful of my own taking up 
mental space on my human hard drive here, so let’s get right to those. 

Islanders D corps 

Heading into this season most analysts looked at the East Division and 
proclaimed it loaded, as it wouldn't have been too much of a surprise if 
any number of those teams (maybe five?) won it. 

Well, on the fringes of that group were the Islanders, who currently lead 
the East with a .704 points percentage, and sitting two points above the 
chasing Washington Capitals. That success has come on the backs of 
their defence (shocker), which has only allowed 2.19 goals-against per 
game -- the second-best mark in the NHL behind Vegas’ 2.17. 

How have they done it? Well, by being the only team in the NHL to use 
just six total defencemen this year. Everyone knows their role and their 
partner’s habits, which breeds consistency. It looks like this over on Daily 
Faceoff: 

Nobody in this group plays more than 22.5 minutes per game (Ryan 
Pulock leads at 22:22 per game), and the underrated Noah Dobson plays 
the least of the group -- and still averages roughly 17 minutes per game. 
(Shoutout to Adam Pelech, who’s also wildly underrated around the 
league.) 

Three teams in the NHL have used a whopping 12 defencemen so far, 
and on each of those teams (Minnesota, Pittsburgh and Colorado), there 
are six or more players who average less TOI per game than Dobson. 
(Nashville is right behind them, having used 11 guys.) That sort of thing 
is almost always: A) tied to injury luck, and B) a massive disadvantage, 
having to roll through bodies and mix up pairs every game. 

The point is there aren't any surprises with the Isles, and they leave it up 
to their opponents to beat them. It’s like “Here’s our system, our lines, 
and our D-pairs, same as yesterday, we’re mostly going to throw them 
over the boards in the order they come off the ice, no surprises, see if 
you can find a way to beat us.” 

So far, teams mostly can’t. 

How Connor Hellebuyck responds after losses 

A common complaint here in Toronto is that Freddy Andersen can be 
streaky. He has off months at times, followed by torrid runs of hot 
goaltending that can last just as long. If you read about the team with 
much regularity, you’ve surely seen his numbers sorted by month at 
various times over the years, given the regular spikes and drops. 

That ain’t the MO of Vezina-winner Connor Hellebuyck, at least not the 
past couple seasons. After the Habs beat the Jets 7-1, he came back 
with a stellar effort against the Leafs, which prompted his coach to say 
“He’s the best goalie I've ever had and it’s not particularly close.” Paul 
Maurice went on to note that Hellebuyck excels at bouncing back from 
poor performances, saying he’s just wired to move on and focus on what 
comes next, not what came before. The stats bear that out, too (which is 
how you end up with a Vezina Trophy in the first place). 

Over the past two seasons, here are his numbers following losses. Note 
the save percentage. 

After the game against the Canadiens Mason Appleton noted that when 
his goalie has an off night “You know what Connor Hellebuyck you’re 

going to get next game.” He was right. The team knows and trusts this 
guy, as they’ve been given plenty of reason to. 

Jordan Binnington’s deal is at least cause for some concern 

There’s no amount of money teams wouldn’t pay to ensure they get good 
goaltending, as we’ve seen. Carey Price was given huge money and 
Sergei Bobrovsky was too, as their teams just wanted to lock up the most 
important position on the rink. 

Both those deals look pretty bad at this point. 

A guy like Binnington, though, is considerably cheaper than the contracts 
mentioned above, and I’d bet on him giving the Blues just the same 
performance those guys are giving, or hopefully better. 

Still though, the guy turns 28 this summer and thus far has 102 NHL 
games under his belt. His save percentage in his three years in the 
league was .927 his first year, .912 last year, and is at .908 this year. If 
you’re into advanced stuff, by “goals saved above expected” the drop-off 
looks steeper: +6.6, +0.3, -3.1. 

Binnington is an NHL starter. He’s good. I get why both sides wanted to 
do something for a few years together here. 

But why is anyone giving any goalie -- and I mean any goalie -- a six-year 
deal? There’s too much uncertainty at the position, it’s hard on the body, 
and it just seems more likely you’re going to be left asking “what do we 
do with this deal?” after a few years than you are going to think “Thank 
goodness we locked him up, or his age 33 season would be worth $10 
million!” 

Just a guess here, but maybe part of it is that this keeps costs down in 
the immediate future and as the GM you think “I don’t know if that’s even 
going to be my issue to deal with if we’re not good in the upcoming years 
where I’m gonna need cap space more than anything else. If we’re lucky 
to win enough in the years to come, I’ll be happy to deal with this down 
the road.” 

Engaged Nylander 

I’d love to not talk about William Nylander for a week, but sorry, he was 
Engaged Willy against the Jets on Thursday (as he’s been since his 
coach rightfully put the reputation he’s earned on the shoulders of the 
player the week before), and so it’s fun to call attention to the good stuff. 

Check out Willy’s shot attempts from that Leafs win. When he’s good, the 
puck seems to follow him, but watch him in the third clip after he bats the 
puck off the crossbar. He continues to sniff it out and move his body into 
the slot, puck-hunting the whole time. That’s what Engaged Nylander 
looks like – pursuing pucks rather than waiting for them to come to him. 

Remaining Time -1:23 

Leafs' Nylander finally rewarded after buzzing all night vs. Jets 

A year of pandemic hockey behind us 

A year ago today, March 12th of 2020, there was an article on NHL.com 
with the headline “NHL to pause season due to coronavirus … Goal is to 
resume play as soon as it is appropriate and prudent,' Commissioner 
Bettman says.” 

The next day my 4-year-old’s school shut down indefinitely, and my wife 
started her maternity leave weeks before our baby girl was born. If you 
try to change gears that suddenly in most cars the transmission will fall 
out, which is essentially what happened to not just my life, but the lives of 
everyone around the globe. 

It’s been a hard year, no doubt, and hockey’s done its best to survive. 
The NHL came back, as you know, and executed a “season” in the 
bubble. A new season returned again in January, and we’re still playing 
on (mostly) without fans. It’s easy to be cynical and say this version of 
NHL hockey is just about keeping the money flowing, and sure, it mostly 
is. But I don’t really care, as it’s given us a new NHL season with unique 
challenges, and I’m just really grateful for having had hockey during 
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these months. I can’t tell you how often I’ve thought of just hockey since 
the season began (for hours at a time most every day), and I’m not sure 
what my brain would be doing with that time left to its own devices during 
those cold, dark stretches of January and February. 

To Gary Bettman and the NHL, the players and their union, the families, 
and everyone involved in putting on the show over the past two months, I 
just want to say “thank you.” My life is inextricably tied to this maddening 
game, and I love it, and I’m glad that as so many things have changed in 
my world, you’ve found a way for it to persevere and entertain this winter. 

We’re not quite through this winter yet, and we’re certainly not past 
COVID, but this NHL season is at the halfway point, the clocks spring 
forward this weekend, vaccines are steadily rolling out, and it just feels 
like better days are ahead. Maybe there’s no cure for your favourite 
team’s terrible power play, but at least those things have been there to 
distract us long enough to bring us through the worst of it. 

Today I’m just grateful for it all. 
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EDMONTON — When you stumble out of the gate at 1-3, you can 
always blame it on the lack of a training camp prior to this weird, 
pandemic hockey season. When you find yourself at 3-6 in a 56-game 
season however, a guy starts to get a little nervous. 

So as we glance back at the first half of the Edmonton Oilers’ season, a 
28-game span that sees them at 17-11 — tied with Carolina as the best 
team in the league at winning one-goal games, and oddly the only club 
without a loser point this season — it’s most pertinent to focus down on 
the 14-5 mark Edmonton has posted since working its way out of that 
early season funk. 

They had another hiccup, losing three straight to Toronto, but ripped off 
three straight wins after that to sit just six points behind the division-
leading Leafs at the halfway point. That’s a deficit, to be sure, but not 
insurmountable with two games left against Toronto. 

Somehow, soon-to-be 39-year-old Mike Smith has played like a young 
Mike Palmateer, and the promise made by the two superstars to set a 
better example defensively has been both delivered on and emulated by 
the rest of the roster. After a rocky start, offenceman Tyson Barrie has hit 
the turn ranked third among NHL D-men in assists (19) and tied for fourth 
in points (22). 

Meanwhile, Jesse Puljujarvi rode his magic Karpat back to Edmonton as 
a legit NHL winger, drawing a sigh of relief and excitement from a fan 
base that loves his smile and Golden Retriever tongue equally. 

So, before trying to make it seven straight Friday against the Ottawa 
Senators, let’s dig in on the Oilers' first half, knowing that since that ugly 
first nine games their winning percentage is .737. That’s mighty good 
hockey. 

First-half stats 

Team record: 17-11-0, (Tied for second in North Division) 

Goals for: 3.32 per game (6th in NHL) 

Goals against: 2.96 per game (17th in NHL) 

Power play: 26.6 per cent (7th in NHL) 

Penalty kill: 76.7 per cent (21st in NHL) 

Best surprise 

It’s a toss-up, really, between Smith and Puljujarvi, with the goaltender 
getting the nod because of how important his success is to the team, and 
where Edmonton might be if Smith hadn’t been this good. 

That Puljujarvi has shown he is back on track — he’s got seven goals 
and 10 points in the first half — restores a sense of calm in Edmonton. 
He’s not a bust – phew! — and down the road Puljujarvi could very well 
be the 25-to-30-goal winger that befits the kind of centremen they ice 
here. 

But Smith’s .927 save percentage, fourth among NHL goalies with at 
least 10 starts, is a gift from the hockey gods. He missed the first 13 
games with an injury, and it was fair to worry about whether this old cat 
would ever catch up. Well, his 2.18 goals-against average is sixth in the 
league (at least 10 starts) and his stable game has put Mikko Koskinen 
back in his position of comfort, as a guy who splits the load rather than 
being asked to carry it. 

Did anyone looking at this tandem prior to the season think it possible for 
Edmonton to rank 13th with a team save percentage of .914 at even 
strength? Well, that’s where they are at the halfway point. 

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. 

Biggest disappointment 

Kyle Turris and Dominik Kahun. 

Look, free agency is a crap shoot. GM Ken Holland did well to land 
Barrie, and Devin Shore has been a useful depth forward. But Kahun and 
Turris have struggled, both in their play and in hanging on to a roster 
spot. 

Turris is signed for two years at $1.65 million per — augmented by a $2 
million buyout coming from Nashville. He was brought in to play third-line 
centre, but watched Jujhar Khaira steal his job. Then Gaetan Haas beat 
Turris for the 4C position, and now Turris is a bottom-six winger trying to 
prove that he still has the foot speed to be a legit NHLer at age 31. 

Turris has a goal and four points, and is a team-worst minus-11. He was 
brought in to help defensively and chip in some offence from 3C hole. It’s 
not happening for Turris. 

Kahun, meanwhile, appears to be a glorified Tobias Rieder — a useful 
bottom-six winger but not a game-changing player. He came to 
Edmonton touted as Draisaitl’s childhood buddy and plug-and-play 
linemate. But thus far Kahun has proven himself a perimeter player 
whose four goals do not overwhelm, considering he spent much of the 
first half on the wing of one of the NHL’s premier setup men. 

Kahun was a healthy scratch as the calendar turned from the first half to 
the second. He’s on a one-year UFA deal that won’t be renewed unless 
the 25-year-old gets off the walls and into some scoring areas more 
often. 

Ryan Nugent-Hopkins is Edmonton’s top left winger, and after him the 
dropoff is stark. 

Kahun? Tyler Ennis? James Neal? Joakim Nygard? 

Who flanks the other mega star centre, and how can you win when 
you’re filling a crucial top-six position with someone who is simply not a 
top-six player? Holland needs to get some work done there before he 
can even consider not re-signing Nugent-Hopkins. He’ll be looking hard 
at the deadline. 
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But the problem on the left side extends to the blue line, where the Oilers 
have had a tremendous, breakout season from Darnell Nurse at the head 
of the lefty class. With Oscar Klefbom injured and out of the picture, the 
remaining left side D-men are Caleb Jones, Kris Russell and William 
Lagesson. 

Can you beat Toronto or Winnipeg in the playoffs with a second-pairing 
defenceman from the crop we just listed? They’ve got Philip Broberg 
coming, and hopefully Klefbom coming back. But in the short term the 
Oilers are shy on the left side, up and down their lineup. 
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TORONTO – Perhaps it was after Connor Hellebuyck lost his stick, yet 
still scrambled to deny Mitch Marner right at the blue paint. 

Maybe it was when the reigning Vezina champ stoned one of the three 
Toronto Maple Leafs — William Nylander, Zach Hyman and Pierre 
Engvall — on their clear-cut breakaways. 

Or when Paul “Bunyan” Stastny lumberjacked Morgan Rielly’s stick to 
shards in overtime, a slash that went uncalled, and three Winnipeg Jets 
forwards closed in on Frederik Andersen’s crease, sniffing another 
victory. 

But at some point prior to Thursday night’s storybook climax — as 
Toronto generated its 45th high-danger chance (to the Jets’ 11) and 
Hellebuyck made his 70th save through two games — a thought flashed 
through Sheldon Keefe’s mind. 

What if we dominate play but come up empty, again? What if this skid 
extends to four and Winnipeg creeps within striking distance of the 
division lead? How do I convince my room that they’re on the right track? 

“We very easily could have been on the other side of this one here 
tonight,” said Coach Keefe, after a roller-coaster 4-3 win that required 
four periods and line juggling and the kitchen sink. 

“How do you frame that? How do you stay with it [considering] the fact 
you’re not getting the results and all of that?” 

Zach Hyman says the Maple Leafs will be served well by this recent bout 
of adversity. 

Nylander, who could be seen firing a puck at the boards during a TV 
timeout, believes, sometimes, frustration is a good thing: “I like it.” 

Embrace the suck. 

Or, as Joe Thornton said, wisely: “It's a long year. You've got to enjoy the 
process. There's going to be downs, but you fight through.” 

Ostensibly, the sage old Leaf was talking about hockey. But on the 
anniversary of the pandemic shutting down sports and so much more, 
Jumbo could well have been speaking for all of us. 

An earlier edition of this same Maple Leafs core might have wilted every 
time Hellebuyck windmilled the leather or tracked another cross-seamed 
pass perfectly. 

They might’ve made passive-aggressive comments about whistles that 
went unblown or condemned their puck luck. 

Or fell out of sync once Keefe mixed his top nine on the fly, trying 
Thornton alongside John Tavares and William Nylander. 

So, it is saying something that the Leafs’ top-end talent never stopped 
pushing through their mini slump. 

Morgan Rielly notched two assists, bringing his total to 19. Marner’s 11th 
even-strength goal vaulted him into a tie for second overall in that 
category. Tavares drew three defenders on an up-the-gut rush, then 
dished to Nylander for a beautiful one-timer. Hyman, Marner, Nylander 
and Auston Matthews — contributing another two-point night with a 
hurting hand — each registered a minimum of five shots on goal. 

“We were generating a lot. It just felt like a matter of time before it would 
go in for us. I thought the guys were really working,” Keefe said, letting 
pride encroach his relief. “To get rewarded with a win certainly feels 
good.” 

Nylander, in particular, shone bright, generating his own breakaway with 
a rare shot block, stripping pucks in the neutral zone, and pumping a 
game-high six shots. 

“Willy Nylander had his best game of the season today," Keefe enthused. 
"He was outstanding. It was great to see him get rewarded with a goal, 
because he certainly earned it with how he was playing. I’ve been really 
encouraged. 

“He just looked determined — determined to score, determined to make 
a difference.” 

A win like this, general manager Kyle Dubas would argue, is why you 
invest tens of millions in the difference-makers. 

Quadruple down on talent. 

Give enough looks to enough skilled players and, eventually, they’ll solve 
even the hottest goaltender. 

Which is precisely what Matthews did, 59 seconds into a hectic overtime. 
Bum wrist and all. 

Funny how the hockey gods taketh and giveth. 

When Stastny chopped Rielly’s stick in sudden death and no penalty was 
called, Marner hit the deck to break up the Jets’ chance while Rielly 
fetched a fresh twig. 

“There was a lot of yelling going on in that D-zone when Mo did break his 
stick. Me and Tone [Matthews] were kind of snow-angeling down there, 
playing whatever we could,” Marner described. 

Marner head-manned the puck to Rielly, now in fine position to spring a 
gasping Matthews, who faked shot and roofed a buttery backhand deke 
for his league-leading sixth game-winner. 

The move? 

“I think it’s difficult for a lot of people; it’s not difficult for Tony [Matthews]. 
I’ve seen him pull it off a lot of times,” Marner said. “No one’s really 
surprised by it, regardless of how he’s feeling.” 

“He’s a star. That’s what they do,” Keefe added. 

“The condition of his hand and stuff aside, he was quite tired there, too. 
That was a long shift. A long shift in overtime. Overtime shifts are difficult. 
Just to have the energy to get up the ice and put himself in that spot 
amongst the chaos of the broken stick and all of that nonsense that was 
happening. That’s big-time stuff.” 

Big-time talent. 

Big-time slump bust. 

Big-time rubber match, Saturday. 
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TSN.CA / ‘A man possessed,’ Hyman adding offensive layers to his 
game 

 

By Mark Masters 

 

TSN Toronto Reporter Mark Masters reports on the Maple Leafs, who 
held an optional practice at the Ford Performance Centre on Friday 
ahead of hosting the Winnipeg Jets Saturday night. 

Looking for a spark on Thursday night, Sheldon Keefe promoted Zach 
Hyman to Toronto's top line with Auston Matthews and Mitch Marner. 
And Hyman made an immediate impact winning a board battle behind 
the Winnipeg net moments before Marner got the Leafs on the board in 
the second period. 

"He's playing like a man possessed," Marner told TSN in an intermission 
interview. "He's really taken it to another level these past couple games."  

Hyman's relentless work ethic is his calling card, but more and more the 
gritty winger is showing he can create his own offence. An end-to-end 
rush on Tuesday was further evidence that the 28-year-old isn't done 
developing.  

"He's been lights out," said Matthews. "He's extremely easy to play with 
because you know he's just going to get in there and battle and work. 
He's scored a couple really, really nice goals lately. He's really been 
letting the hands come out to play." 

Hyman has four goals and two assists in the last eight games. 

Hyman is up to eight goals and eight assists in 26 games this season. He 
is averaging 2.65 shots per game, which is up from 2.07 last season.  

"We're encouraging him to hang on to the puck a little more," revealed 
Keefe. "We know he's great at retrieving the puck and those type of 
things and we still obviously need that from him, but I love the way he 
challenges the defencemen. He doesn't let them off the hook. He doesn't 
make it so they can go back for a puck all the time. Sometimes he's just 
burying his head and challenging them to take it from him. It opens up a 
lot of things for him and creates more space for him ... He's adding 
different layers to his game offensively." 

Hyman has proven he can boost any line he's on. Most recently, he's 
been the driving force on the third unit with Pierre Engvall and Ilya 
Mikheyev.  

"He's attacking middle ice, making plays, getting shots from the middle of 
the rink," said Keefe. "There are a lot of things happening in his game 
that are really good and really encouraging for our team. No matter 
where we're playing him he's just being himself." 

With Hyman on the top line, Joe Thornton saw shifts beside John 
Tavares and William Nylander while Alex Kerfoot filled in on the third line. 
Keefe hasn't hesitated to bring out the blender and try new combinations 
during games.  

"He's got a really good sense of where the game's going and he makes 
really good adjustments," Matthews told the boys on TSN 1050's 
OverDrive during an interview Friday afternoon. "He's really good at 
reading the game. You always come in with a game plan and you always 
come in with a lineup, but if it's not working out I think he's shown he's 
not afraid to mix up lines and move people around to see if he can spark 
something ... I don't mind that at all." 

Following practice, Keefe said no decision had been made about what 
the lineup will look like in the rubber match against the Jets. 

'A man possessed': Leafs' Hyman is 'letting the hands come out to play' 

Mitch Marner, Auston Matthews and Sheldon Keefe describe what 
stands out to them about how Zach Hyman is playing right now. 

Matthews scored a highlight-reel goal in overtime to give Toronto its first 
third period comeback win of the season.  

"That was unreal," said Nylander. "It was sweet." 

"So fast," Tavares marvelled. "Incredible set of hands he's got. A special 
player made a special play." 

"He's a star, that's what they do," said Keefe, who pointed out Matthews 
must've been gassed considering he was almost a minute into the shift. 
"That's big-time stuff." 

One day later, the Leafs were still buzzing about the latest dazzling move 
by the NHL's goal scoring leader.  

"It's just exceptional," said defenceman Travis Dermott. "He doesn't have 
too much time with the puck there and he's able to make a deceptive play 
and then get it over to his backhand and tuck it cheese within a quarter of 
a second." 

"It's a world-class goal," agreed forward Jimmy Vesey. "I know there's 
more [open] ice in three-on-three overtime, but to have a guy closing on 
you and then to make that move and put it under the bar just shows 
Auston's skill-set. He's been the best goal scorer in the league this year."   

Matthews is up to 21 goals in 25 games and has a five-goal lead on 
Edmonton's Connor McDavid in the Rocket Richard Trophy race entering 
play Friday night. TSN's senior hockey reporter Frank Seravalli ranks 
Matthews third on his mid-season Hart Trophy ballot.  

"I'd be lying if I said I didn't think about it and it didn't cross my mind," 
Matthews said on OverDrive when asked about the awards. "But I don't 
think that's like something I truly, really focus on. When I'm out there 
before the game or on the ice, I'm not thinking like, 'Oh, I need to win the 
Rocket Richard. I need to score.' I'm out there, obviously, trying to score, 
but to help the team win and doing more than just scoring."   

Matthews leads the NHL with seven game-winning goals, which is two 
ahead of Edmonton's Leon Draisaitl.  

'That’s big time stuff': Leafs still buzzing over Matthews' OT magic 

The Leafs share their thoughts on Auston Matthews' incredible game-
winner against Connor Hellebuyck and the Jets, with Jimmy Vesey 
calling it a 'world-class goal'. 

Nylander seemed to be getting increasingly agitated on Thursday night 
as Connor Hellebuyck denied a series of Grade A chances. Normally a 
cool customer during games, Nylander snapped the blade of his stick at 
the bench.  

"Sometimes it’s good to get frustrated," he said with a smile after the 
game. "I like it.” 

So do his teammates.  

"I love seeing Willy fired up," said Dermott. "He can be one of the most 
dangerous players in the league when he wants to be. I don't trust too 
many guys with the puck on their stick more than Willy." 

Nylander eventually did break through with a big goal in the third period 
courtesy of a beautiful set up from Tavares. And after the dust settled on 
the 4-3 win, Keefe declared that Nylander had played his best game of 
the season.  

"He just looked determined," the coach observed. “Determined to score, 
determined to make a difference. He starts the game with a blocked shot. 
He's right in the lane ... and he gets rewarded with a breakaway. There 
were a number of examples like that. He's been all over the net making 
plays, doing a lot of good things with the puck and had a ton of 
opportunities to score and then a great individual effort by JT to find him 
and that's a great shot. It's not an easy shot to make across the body like 
that as a righty." 
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Nylander and Tavares have struggled to produce goals in five-on-five 
play this season, but really seem to be coming on of late. Nylander now 
has six goals in the last eight games.  

"We've built off a couple good stretches here and this is where we want 
to be every night," said Nylander.  

"I like what we're doing a lot without the puck," said Tavares, "which is 
setting up a lot of good things offensively. When we do get the puck I like 
the way we're filling three lanes in the offensive zone [and] spreading the 
opponent out to open up plays in the middle of the ice. Something we're 
getting better at, but can do more is just getting more pucks to the net." 

'Sometimes it's good to get frustrated': Nylander bringing his best 

William Nylander is not frustrated easily, but on Thursday night it was 
visible. Nylander explains that he didn't have to calm himself down 
because sometimes it's just good to get frustrated. 

Nylander made a brief cameo on the ice at Friday's optional practice 
firing a few shots on Jack Campbell, who is working his way back from a 
leg injury.  

"For those who play a lot for us, we wanted to give them an opportunity 
to have some time away," Keefe said of Friday's plan. "Everybody was 
here in the building, of course to get tested first and foremost, but 
everyone kind of had their own thing today whether it was treatment or a 
workout or a meeting with a coach. We really haven't had a day away at 
all here since returning from out West."  

The Leafs will face the Jets again on Saturday before heading to Ottawa 
for a showdown with the Senators on Sunday. Campbell would be in line 
to start the second half of the back-to-back set if he’s cleared to return. 
Campbell hasn't dressed since re-aggravating a leg injury in Edmonton 
on Feb. 27.  

"In terms of my concern level, I would say low given that it does appear 
to me that there's been consistent progress," Keefe said. "So it’s just a 
matter of time. It's really a day-to-day thing and it looked today like 
another good day so we'll see where that puts him tomorrow." 

Leafs Ice Chips: Resting before the rubber match; Campbell concern 
'low' 

Fresh off their big overtime victory over the Jets, the Maple Leafs held an 
optional practice on Friday, with most of the regulars deciding to stay off 
the ice. Sheldon Keefe also updated the status of goaltender Jack 
Campbell, who re-aggravated a leg injury during Toronto's Western 
Canada road swing. Mark Masters has more. 

Vesey isn't sure why Thornton has started calling him 'Hollywood.' 

"He's probably called me 15, 20 nicknames at this point," the Boston 
native said. "That's the latest one. He's been coming up with these 
nicknames for me with a California theme. He's got seven California-
themed nicknames for me and I don't really know where it came from. 
You'll have to ask him."  

Thornton's creativity in nicknaming his new teammates – including 'Willy 
Styles' for Nylander – has helped keep the Leafs dressing room a fun 
place this season.  

"Jumbo's loud and always buzzing and getting everybody laughing," 
Matthews said. "He's always got something on the go and he's so loud. 
The minute he starts talking people start filtering in because they can 
hear him from the other side of the room and they're like, 'OK, what's this 
guy got to say today?'" 

Thornton has played coy so far when asked to explain the thinking 
behind the nicknames.  

Vesey doesn't seem to carry himself like a Hollywood star although he is 
getting used to the Toronto spotlight.  

"I'm starting to feel more comfortable and getting a little more confidence 
with the puck," Vesey said. "I think that's a result of getting a couple 

goals in Edmonton and then carrying that over. I feel confident and I've 
been progressing, especially over the last couple weeks." 

The uptick in play coincided with Vesey's demotion to the fourth line.  

"We'd like to see him really grab onto that role," Keefe said. "That's kind 
of where he is now and he needs to really latch onto that role and 
responsibility in order to stay there." 
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TSN.CA / Seravalli: A midseason look at my NHL awards ballot 

 

By Frank Seravalli 

 

Boom. Just like that, we’ve hit the midseason mark, and the sprint to Lord 
Stanley in this 56-game regular season is officially on. 

But the Stanley Cup isn’t the only trophy coming into clearer focus. 

It’s time to begin considering the broader slate of end-of-season NHL 
Awards, which will be most interesting in this unique all-intradivisional 
shortened season. North Division scorers pack the leaderboards, so it 
will be up to voters to decide how they stack up leaguewide. 

Here are my selections for six popular awards at the midway point: 

HART TROPHY 

1. Connor McDavid, Edmonton 

2. Patrick Kane, Chicago 

3. Auston Matthews, Toronto 

4. Marc-Andre Fleury, Vegas 

5. Leon Draisaitl, Edmonton 

Reasoning: I tried not to overthink this one. Why search for reasons not 
to award the Hart Trophy to the player head and shoulders above 
everyone else in the NHL? Yes, the Hart isn’t the most outstanding 
player award, it’s the most valuable player award, and it’s hard to argue 
that the best player in the world is not also the most valuable. McDavid 
has more assists (32) than all but a handful of players have total points, 
and he is second in goals. Pretty, pretty good. That doesn’t take anything 
away from Kane’s magical season, as he is carrying the Hawks on a 
nightly basis without Jonathan Toews, Kirby Dach and Dylan Strome. 
Matthews and Fleury have been incredible. There is a larger 
philosophical argument to be had with Draisaitl on the ballot: Can he 
really be voted the most valuable if he isn’t the most valuable on his own 
team? For now, I’m comfortable with him on there, but I was thinking 
about Aleksander Barkov in that fifth spot, along with Andrei Vasilevskiy. 

NORRIS TROPHY 

1. Victor Hedman, Tampa Bay 

2. John Carlson, Washington 

3. Drew Doughty, Los Angeles 

4. Jeff Petry, Montreal 

5. Charlie McAvoy, Boston 

Reasoning: Hedman has been in full-on Thor mode all season long, 
picking up right where he left off after accepting the Conn Smythe Trophy 
as playoff MVP. Carlson has been consistent, Doughty has enjoyed a 
bounce-back season. My conundrum: What to do with Petry? He leads 
all defencemen in goals and is tied for second in points. He’s on pace for 
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20 goals. Any defenceman with 20 goals deserves a Norris vote. I 
believe part of Petry’s stats are skewed by the intradivision schedule. 
Like Tyler Toffoli, he’s feasted on the Canucks, who have been among 
the worst teams in the league. He’s morphed into an incredibly dynamic 
defenceman, but half of his 10 goals are against Vancouver. We’ll need 
to see more in the second half. 

CALDER TROPHY 

1. Kirill Kaprizov, Minnesota 

2. Kevin Lankinen, Chicago 

3. Kaapo Kahkonen, Minnesota 

4. Tim Stützle, Ottawa 

5. Vitek Vanecek, Washington 

Reasoning: There is no runaway rookie of the year winner this year, at 
least not yet anyway. The question was simple enough: Who has been 
the most impactful rookie on the Minnesota Wild this season, Kaprizov or 
Kahkonen? It’s a difficult one to answer. For now, we’re going with 
Kaprizov, who has electrified and changed the feel around the Wild. 
They’re a fun team to watch now. Lankinen, Kahkonen and Vanecek are 
all still in the hunt to become the first goaltender to win the Calder since 
Steve Mason in Columbus in 2008-09. 

VEZINA TROPHY 

1. Marc-Andre Fleury, Vegas 

2. Andrei Vasilevskiy, Tampa Bay 

3. Semyon Varlamov, N.Y. Islanders 

4. Connor Hellebuyck, Winnipeg 

5. Mike Smith, Edmonton 

Reasoning: Some have called Fleury the NHL’s Comeback Player of the 
Year, an unofficial award winner. My take: Fleury never stopped being 
good. What he is coming back from is a sword in the back, as so artfully 
tweeted in a meme by his agent Allan Walsh last season, when he lost 
his starting role to Robin Lehner in the playoffs. Fleury leads the NHL in 
save percentage (.938), goals-against average (1.73) and shutouts 
(four). He’s been the model of consistency this season, allowing two or 
fewer goals in 12 of 17 starts, which has really been the modus operandi 
of his career while playing an incredibly volatile position. 

JACK ADAMS AWARD 

1. Joel Quenneville, Florida 

2. Barry Trotz, N.Y. Islanders 

3. Rod Brind’Amour, Carolina 

Reasoning: Raise your hand if you had Florida challenging Carolina and 
Tampa (!) for top spot in the Central Division. Not seeing many hands out 
there. Quenneville has been forced to put out a few fires this season, 
starting with Keith Yandle’s exclusion and then unexpected inclusion, and 
he’s worked his magic with an imperfect roster - including sticking with an 
unconventional first line that has found success. You should also count a 
Trotz team out at your own peril. Trotz’s Islanders play cohesively and 
his style so well, making it a really close race. 

JIM GREGORY GM OF THE YEAR AWARD 

1. Kyle Dubas, Toronto 

2. Julien BriseBois, Tampa Bay 

3. Kevin Cheveldayoff, Winnipeg 

Reasoning: The task for Dubas wasn’t to reinvent the wheel in Toronto, 
even after a few crushing playoff exits. The challenge was instead to 
surround the Maple Leafs with the right complementary pieces. He’s 

accomplished that with Joe Thornton and the injured Wayne Simmonds, 
and remade the blueline with T.J. Brodie and Zach Bogosian, all on a 
shoestring salary-cap budget. Now let’s see how he maneuvers a critical 
trade deadline as the Leafs attempt to take advantage of this unique 
opportunity in the North Division. 
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