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Hurricanes at the season midpoint: The good, bad, indifferent and what’s needed  

By Chip Alexander  

The Carolina Hurricanes have reached the midpoint of the 
NHL season, and there are a lot of good feelings surrounding 
the team and what it has done. 

The record is a good one: 20-7-1. The Canes are well-
positioned among the Central Division leaders. It’s a very 
solid team. 

Canes coach Rod Brind’Amour, in the final year of his 
contract, should be a candidate for the Jack Adams Award 
as the NHL’s Coach of the Year — and in for a sizable raise 
and extension. 

“We’ve been pretty successful when we just go out there, 
play our system, trust it and work hard,” center Sebastian 
Aho said this week. 

The Canes have done that more often than not. A 4-2 loss 
Tuesday to the Detroit Red Wings was a sour one — and 
every regulation loss is a dagger — but it came after the 
Canes had won eight consecutive games. 

“I think in the first half we’re finding ways to win games, and 
it’s not always our best hockey when we’re doing it,” Canes 
forward Brock McGinn said. “I think we’ve just got to learn 
through the next half of the season that we’ve got to play a 
full 60 (minutes). I think that’s the way you’re going to win in 
the playoffs and that’s the way you’re going to win 
championships, if you play a complete game.” 

Here’s a look at the Canes after the first 28 games, the good, 
the bad and the indifferent: 

The bad  

In a word, injuries. 

The Canes went into the 56-game season prepared to rely 
on goalie Petr Mrazek as their No. 1 guy in net and on 
forward Teuvo Teravainen to again be one of their best 
playmakers and a steady point producer, a player valuable 
on the power play and in penalty killing. 

That was the plan. Mrazek, who shut out the Wings 3-0 in 
the season opener, has played four games after dislocating a 
thumb and needing surgery. Teravainen has had issues with 
COVID-19 and then a concussion, missing 15 games. 

“Overall we have to be pretty happy with how things have 
gone, particularly with some of the injuries,” Don Waddell, 
the Canes president and general manager, said Wednesday 
in an interview with the News & Observer. “When Petr went 
down there were a lot of questions about what was going to 
happen in goal.” 

Waddell said Mrazek has had pins removed from his thumb 
and has been medically cleared to return. 

“Now it’s a matter of him being comfortable,” Waddell said. 

Center Vincent Trocheck more recently has been sidelined 
with an upper-body injury. Best guess: sore ribs after taking 
a cross-check March 9 against Nashville. He has been out 
the past three games and Waddell said his status is “week to 
week.” 

“If you had said those guys were going to be out long term, 
and now add (Trocheck) in the mix, you would have said, ‘Uh 
oh,’ for sure,” Brind’Amour said this week. “We obviously 
need everyone back to be the team I think we can be.” 

The good 

The Canes were a one-line team Tuesday in Detroit as Aho’s 
line with Nino Niederreiter and Martin Necas carried the play. 

But the Canes have gotten scoring this season from the 
group and needed it. They’re eighth in the league in scoring. 

Trocheck, before his injury, had 13 goals and 24 points. 
Niederreiter is having a strong bounce-back season with 13 
goals after a mediocre 11 in 67 games last season. Brock 
McGinn has eight goals, topping last year’s seven in 68 
games. 

Jordan Staal, the team captain, has 10 goals and 22 points 
but also has done all the gritty work of being a defensive 
force, winning the key draws and killing penalties. The team 
MVP at the midpoint? Odds are, he’d get Brind’Amour’s vote. 

The Canes’ power play leads the NHL (31.9%) and they’re 
ninth in penalty killing (81.8%). Forward Jesper Fast, signed 
in the offseason, has been a good addition and given the 
Canes a net presence in screening goalies. As Brind’Amour 
put it, “He knows how to play.” 

Necas has world-class speed, great hands and terrific 
offensive instincts, and earned Brind’Amour’s trust — and 
more ice time — by being stronger in the defensive end. No. 
88 can be a blur and can solve a lot of zone-entry problems. 

With Mrazek out, rookie goalie Alex Nedeljkovic has gotten 
the chance to perform and done it well in a rotation with 
James Reimer. If there was an unsung award at the 
midpoint, “Ned” would get it. 

Aho has called it a “fun group” that has closeness about it 
this season. That’s good, too. 

The indifferent 

Andrei Svechnikov captivated the NHL and hockey fans last 
season with his two lacrosse goals, an NHL first, and his 
blend of power and skill. As he began his third NHL season, 
Svechnikov was seen as a star in the making. 

The forward looked that way the first eight games, with six 
goals and three assists. And while he has 11 assists in the 
past 20 games and has been effective on the power play, his 
goal production has not been there, and he has not been the 
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dynamic player many believed he could, and would be, 
especially five-on-five. 

If Svechnikov has been trying to play through some injuries, 
no one has said — or likely will say. He has taken a number 
of hits, and delivered them, as teams try to rattle him 
physically and get him out of his game.  

It’s also tough gauging Dougie Hamilton’s overall play. The 
defenseman, an NHL All-Star choice last season before 
breaking a leg, leads the Canes with 19 assists but has 
lagged in scoring goals despite getting his chances — 
Hamilton had a career-high 11 shots Tuesday at Detroit.  

“Obviously, I want to help out offensively because I can, but 
I’m just trying to do my best at that,” Hamilton said this week. 
“It comes and sometimes it doesn’t. I’m just trying to help the 
team out in whatever ways I can.” 

What’s needed 

The NHL trade winds are stirring as the April 12 trade 
deadline approaches, but Brind’Amour offered up an opinion 
this week: “I like our team right now. I don’t know why we 
would be looking at too much.” 

Waddell said Wednesday that he’s always actively looking 
for ways to improve the team but that salary-cap 
considerations must be considered, with the NHL cap to 
remain flat next year. 

“We have a little cap space but not a lot of cap space,” 
Waddell said.  

Waddell said once Mrazek is healthy and playing, the Canes 
would carry all three goalies on the roster, which also will eat 
some cap space. 

One name that popped up recently in connection with 
Carolina has been former Canes captain Eric Staal, now with 
the Buffalo Sabres. Jordan and Eric Staal once envisioned 
leading the Canes back into Stanley Cup contention after 
Jordan Staal was traded to Carolina from Pittsburgh in June 
2012. That didn’t happen. 

Brind’Amour was asked about an Eric Staal return in a 
roundabout fashion on a Zoom media call this week. Staal’s 
name was not mentioned and the NHL frowns on comments 
made about players under contract to other teams, but 
Brind’Amour handled it well enough. 

“That’s a question that’s probably for further up the chain 
than me, but I think we know he’s an awesome person,” 
Brind’Amour said of Staal, his former teammate who 
succeeded him as captain. 

If the injuries continue — forward Warren Foegele left 
Tuesday’s game with an upper-body issue — that could 
change the trade equation and there could be moves. The 
Canes could look to add a veteran forward at the right price. 
The goaltending situation might have to be addressed. 

But the Canes are 20-7-1 and have 41 points midway 
through the season. If they can match that in the second half, 
and start having more fans allowed in PNC Arena, and make 
the playoffs again ... who knows what comes next.
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Gold: Pay the man 

By Adam Gold 

I interrupt the usual game and series preview to bring you 
this very important message about the future of the Carolina 
Hurricanes. 

Rod Brind’Amour’s contract is up at the end of this season. 

The head coach of the Hurricanes -- wait, let me rephrase 
that -- the single most significant person who has ever 
played/worked for the organization is months away from 
being a free agent. It’s imperative that Tom Dundon, the 
owner, does not let that happen. 

In a text exchange this week regarding ongoing discussions 
on an extension for the head coach Dundon responded, 
“Working. He will be here.” 

For what it’s worth, I believe him. I believe him because 
Dundon wants to win. As long as it impacts the team Tom 
will do what is necessary. And, make no mistake, Rod 
Brind’Amour very much impacts the team that takes the ice 
every night. Brind’Amour is responsible for the culture 
change and the environment within which this team has 
transformed from also ran to cup contender within just three 
years. 

Now it’s time to pay him what he’s worth. 

There are 31 head coaches in the National Hockey League 
right now -- Seattle has yet to name their first coach, more on 
that in a moment -- and atop the salary list is Joel 
Quenneville, a 3-time Stanley Cup champion coach who is in 
the second year of a 5-year $26.25 million deal with the 
Florida Panthers. Jeff Blashill, the head coach of the Detroit 
Red Wings is at the other end of the spectrum with an 
$800,000 yearly price tag. Well, that’s not entirely true. 

Brind’Amour’s salary is lower than that. In fact, 13 NHL 
teams pay at least one of their assistant coaches more than 
the $600,000 salary Rod earns with Carolina. Yes, you’ve 
got that right. There are more than a dozen assistants who 
make more than Brind’Amour. 

On one hand, when Rod was hired three years ago, he was 
a first-time head coach without a track record, with ties only 
to unsuccessful regimes and without any leverage 
whatsoever. He sold the owner on what he could do as 
opposed to what he has done. It’s hard to put a high price 
tag on hope. 

Now, the hope is that the owner will do what’s fair, what’s 
right, and pay Brind’Amour what he’s worth. What is that 
number? I mean, if we simply split the difference between 
Quenneville and Blashill, we're a shade over $3 million 
annually. At the very least, that seems a good starting point. 

Now, Dundon’s track record on contracts is not...exemplary. 
Carolina’s pursuit of a general manager after the departure 
of Ron Francis, now the GM in Seattle (wait a minute, we'll 
get to it), was a public display of an organization unwilling to 
pay the market rate for that role. Don Waddell, who has 
certainly done well in that position, is pulling double duty as 
the President as well as GM, and I’m confident that his salary 
did not double when he took on those responsibilities after 
spending several years just running the business side of the 
team. 

Then there’s the matter of Chuck Kaiton, the hall of fame 
radio voice who was too expensive for the team to retain. 
And, John Forslund, the best play-by-play man in the sport, 
whose value to the team was not, well, valued by the owner. 
Even player contracts have not gone as well as they should 
have (see Aho, Sebastian). 

See what I mean about Tom and contracts? 

Now, Brind’Amour has leverage. The Hurricanes are a very 
good team on the verge of being great. They are a bona fide 
contender. And, for what it’s worth, when this season ends, 
there will be several teams in the market for head coaches 
and it’s imperative that Dundon recognize that now and not 
let this get to a market-driven decision. Of course, that might 
financially work to Rod’s advantage, so he might want me to 
keep quiet about now (smiley face emoji). 

One of Rod’s close friends, Kevyn Adams, is the brand new 
general manager in Buffalo. The Sabres are starting a 
national search for a head coach after they just fired Ralph 
Krueger this week. That Krueger earned $4 million per year 
isn’t important, but it does demonstrate the Sabres 
willingness to pay top dollar for that position. Adams could 
have been on Rod’s first staff three seasons ago, but opted 
instead to pursue a front office future. 

Francis, the former Hurricanes GM, is a former teammate 
and neighbor of Rod’s and if you want to try to put 2 and 2 
together and think that he might have interest in bringing 
Brind’Amour to the pacific northwest, well, the Campbell 
River, British Columbia native might just have an inclination 
to head closer to home. 

Tom Dundon’s job is to not let either of those temptations 
become reality. And don't let anyone try to sell you on the 
notion that this is anyone's decision other than the owner. 
This isn't Waddell's call. Dundon must put a fair-market value 
deal in front of his head coach and keep him with this 
organization for as long as humanly possible. Failure to do 
so will be as damaging to this franchise’s health as the 9-
year post season drought that drove attendance through the 
floor and had the Canes leaving for any number of Canadian 
cities longing for an NHL team. 
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If Dundon can’t bring himself to pay Brind’Amour enough to 
keep him off the market then that will be an indication that he 
doesn’t value the head coach’s contribution to winning and 
thus keep the team in a never-ending cycle of Kirk Mullers 
and Bill Peters. In other words a future of mediocrity. 

One of the things that will always stay with me over the years 
of getting to know Carolina’s head coach is that he was less 
interested in being a head coach than he was in being the 
head coach of the Hurricanes. He wanted to restore this 
franchise -- his franchise -- to a position of prominence in the 
sport, just like his former teammate and first captain Justin 
Williams stated when he signed as a free agent in the 
summer of 2017. 

Very few people thought Brind’Amour was the right choice on 
May 8, 2018 when he was named head coach. Star players 
don’t make great head coaches, they said. Oh, but star 
players whose signature was hard work and preparation and 
playing the game the right way and not taking short 
cuts….those star players can make great head coaches. 

Rod Brind’Amour is a good head coach for all of the reasons 
he was a great player. But, he’s a great coach because he 
cares deeply about every single one of his players, he cares 
about them as people and he gets them to care about the 
cause and each other as fiercely as he does. That's a rare 
gift. One you don’t let walk out the door. 

Fortunately for Hurricanes fans, who’ve gone from I’m not 
sure to In Rod We Trust, I’m confident that Dundon 
recognizes that Brind’Amour is the one he can’t ever let get 
away. He’ll do what’s necessary to keep him here. 

Failing to do so would have dire consequences. 

I now return you to your regularly scheduled game against 
the Columbus Blue Jackets at PNC Arena tonight at 7:00. Air 
time on 99.9 the Fan is at 6:30 with Storm Watch starring 
Alec Campbell. And be sure to check out the Canes Corner 
Podcast which drops the morning after every Hurricanes 
game.

 

 

Preview: Blue Jackets vs. Hurricanes 

Canes open four-game set against Columbus 

By Michael Smith 

After seeing thier season-long, eight-game winning streak 
snapped in Detroit, the Carolina Hurricanes return home to 
begin a new winning streak and open a four-game series 
against the Columbus Blue Jackets. 

The Match-Up 

Columbus Blue Jackets (11-12-7, 29 points) vs. Carolina 
Hurricanes (20-7-1, 41 points) 

Thursday, March 18, 7 p.m. 

Watch: FOX Sports Carolinas, FOX Sports GO 

Listen: 99.9 FM The Fan, Hurricanes.com/Listen, Hurricanes 
app 

Numbers to Know 

1/2: At the halfway point of the regular season, the Canes 
are 20-7-1 and sit in third place in the Central Division. The 
team has set a franchise record for the most points (41) 
through the first 28 games of a season. 

9: Dougie Hamilton recorded the secondary assist on 
Sebastian Aho's goal in Detroit to extend his career-long 
point streak to nine games (2g, 9a), the longest active point 
streak in the NHL and the longest by any NHL defenseman 
this season. 

100: With the primary helper on Nino Niederreiter's power-
play goal in Detroit, Jesper Fast now has 100 career NHL 
assists. Fast has recorded 11 points (3g, 8a), including four 
on the power play (1g, 3a), through 23 games with the 
Canes this season. 

The Opposition 

Last five games: 1-2-2, 4 points 
On the road: 4-7-2, 10 points 
CAR vs. CBJ: 2-1-0 
Leading scorer: Oliver Bjorkstrand, 23 points (10g, 13a) in 30 
games 

After securing four of a possible eight points (1-1-2) in a four-
game homestand, the Blue Jackets enjoyed a three-day gap 
in between Sunday's finale and Thursday's game in Raleigh. 
John Tortorella's team is a middling 11-12-7 on the season 
and 3-5-2 in the last 10 games. Patrik Laine has recorded 
seven goals and 12 points in 20 games since being acquired 
by Columbus earlier in the season. 

The Last Meeting 

The Canes scored six straight goals in a 7-3 rout of the Blue 
Jackets on Feb. 15 in Raleigh. Twelve different Canes 
recorded at least a point, including Brock McGinn (2g, 2a) 
and Teuvo Teravainen (1g, 3a), who each posted season-
best performances. 

"We got down two, and no one even had one thought that we 
were going to lose," Bean said. "We knew that if we played 
our game we could come back and make up the goals."
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Super 16: Lightning remain No. 1, Capitals make big move 

Wild rise, Maple Leafs, Bruins fall in NHL.com power 
rankings 

By Dan Rosen 

The Washington Capitals made the big move this week, 
jumping four spots to No. 3 in the NHL.com Super 16 power 
rankings. The Capitals have won six in a row, the longest 
active winning streak in the NHL. 

The Tampa Bay Lightning and Vegas Golden Knights are 
No. 1 and No. 2, respectively, for the third straight week. 

The Minnesota Wild, who have won five straight, moved up 
three spots to No. 9. The Toronto Maple Leafs (No. 7) and 
Boston Bruins (No. 11) each fell three. 

The same 16 teams are ranked for the third straight week. 

To create the NHL.com power rankings, each of the 14 
participating staff members put together his or her version of 
what they think it should look like. Those were submitted and 
a point total assigned to each. 

The team that was selected first was given 16 points, second 
got 15, third 14 and so on down to No. 16, who got one 
point.  

Here is the Super 16: 

 1. Tampa Bay Lightning (20-6-2) 
Total points: 222 
Last week: No. 1 

Victor Hedman's assist in a 4-3 shootout win against the 
Dallas Stars on Tuesday was his 500th NHL point (110 
goals, 390 assists) in his 790th game, all with Tampa Bay. 
He is the first defenseman and fifth player in Lightning history 
to score 500 points. He has scored 27 points (five goals, 22 
assists) in 28 games this season. 

2. Vegas Golden Knights (20-6-1) 
Total points: 203 
Last week: No. 2 

Mark Stone and Max Pacioretty are first and second in NHL 
scoring in March. Stone has scored 17 points (six goals, 11 
assists) in nine games. Pacioretty has scored 15 points (six 
goals, nine assists) in 10 games. The forwards combined for 
five game-winning goals, including two in overtime for 
Pacioretty. 

3. Washington Capitals (19-6-4) 
Total points: 182 
Last week: No. 7 

They are 13-2-1 since losing four in a row in regulation from 
Feb. 1-14. Forward Alex Ovechkin has scored goals in four 
straight games and five of his past six. 

4. Carolina Hurricanes (20-7-1) 
Total points: 174 
Last week: No. 3 

They had an eight-game winning streak end in a 4-2 loss to 
the Detroit Red Wings on Tuesday, their longest since a 
Hurricanes/Hartford Whalers-best nine straight from March 
18-April 7, 2009. 

5. Florida Panthers (19-5-4) 
Total points: 171 
Last week: No. 6 

They've won four in a row, scoring at least four goals in each 
game, and their 42 points are tied for first in the NHL with the 
Lightning, Capitals and New York Islanders. Center 
Aleksander Barkov has scored 15 points (five goals, 10 
assists) in his past 10 games. 

6. New York Islanders (19-7-4) 
Total points: 163 
Last week: No. 5 

Their nine-game winning streak, the longest in the NHL this 
season, ended in a 3-1 loss to the Capitals on Tuesday. It 
was their first regulation loss since Feb. 20, also ending an 
11-0-1 run. Anders Lee will be out for the remainder of this 
season following ACL surgery this week. The forward is tied 
with center Brock Nelson for the Islanders lead with 12 goals. 

7. Toronto Maple Leafs (19-9-2) 
Total points: 128 
Last week: No. 4 

They have lost two in a row and five of their past six games 
(1-5-0), and have had 10 power-play opportunities in that 
span, an average of 1.67 per game. They averaged 3.20 
power play opportunities per game through their first 24 
games, when they were 18-4-2. 

8. Colorado Avalanche (17-8-2) 
Total points: 123 
Last week: No. 10 

They are 4-0-0 since center Nathan MacKinnon returned to 
the lineup after missing three games with an upper-body 
injury. They defeated the Anaheim Ducks 8-4 on Tuesday 
after scoring six unanswered goals in the final 28:35 of the 
game. MacKinnon has scored in three straight games. 
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9. Minnesota Wild (18-8-1) 
Total points: 105 
Last week: No. 12 

They have won five in a row and are 12-2-1 in their past 15. 
Kaapo Kahkonen has a Wild rookie goalie record nine-game 
winning streak with two shutouts and 13 goals against in the 
stretch. He has allowed two goals or fewer in seven of the 
nine games and one or fewer in five, with a 1.44 goals-
against average and .947 save percentage during the 
winning streak. 

10. Winnipeg Jets (18-9-2) 
Total points: 97 
Last week: No. 9 

They've scored at least one power-play goal in 18 of 29 
games. They've gone consecutive games without a power-
play goal once (Feb. 2-4) and have scored at least two 
power-play goals in four games. 

11. Boston Bruins (15-8-4) 
Total points: 95 
Last week: No. 8 

They have scored three goals in their past three games, 
winning one (2-1 against the Pittsburgh Penguins on 
Tuesday). They have scored two goals or fewer in 11 of their 
past 15 games, but goalie Dan Vladar made 34 saves to win 
his NHL debut Tuesday. 

12. Pittsburgh Penguins (18-10-1) 
Total points: 94 
Last week: No. 11 

Their six-game winning streak ended against Boston on 
Tuesday, when they lost forwards Evgeni Malkin and Teddy 
Blueger to injuries. Malkin has a lower-body injury and his 
status will be updated Thursday. Blueger has an upper-body 
injury and will be out longer term, coach Mike Sullivan said. 

13. Philadelphia Flyers (14-10-3) 
Total points: 40 
Last week: No. 14 

Sean Couturier had a five-game point streak end in a 9-0 
loss at the New York Rangers on Wednesday. The center 
has scored 18 points (six goals, 12 assists) in 15 games 
since Feb. 7, when he returned to the lineup after missing 10 
straight games with an injury from Jan. 18-Feb. 5. 

14. St. Louis Blues (14-10-5) 
Total points: 37 
Last week: No. 13 

Vladimir Tarasenko had a three-game point streak end in a 
4-1 loss at the Los Angeles Kings on Wednesday. The 
forward missed the first 24 games of the season recovering 
from offseason shoulder surgery. 

15. Edmonton Oilers (19-13-0) 
Total points: 34 
Last week: No. 15 

They are 4-1-0 in the second half of a back-to-back set of 
games this season after going 7-1-0 in the second half last 
season. They play the second of a back to back Thursday 

when they face the Jets on home ice, where they have won 
four in a row. 

16. Chicago Blackhawks (14-11-5) 
Total points: 14 
Last week: No. 16 

They are fourth in the eight-team Discover Central Division, 
eight points behind the Hurricanes and four ahead of the 
Columbus Blue Jackets. They are 2-7-3 against the 
Lightning, Panthers and Hurricanes, the three teams ahead 
of them. 

Others receiving points: Montreal Canadiens 12, Calgary 
Flames 10 

Dropped out: None 

HERE'S HOW WE RANKED 'EM  

AMALIE BENJAMIN 

1. Tampa Bay Lightning; 2. Vegas Golden Knights; 3. Florida 
Panthers; 4. Carolina Hurricanes; 5. New York Islanders; 6. 
Washington Capitals; 7. Toronto Maple Leafs; 8. Winnipeg 
Jets; 9. Boston Bruins; 10. Minnesota Wild; 11. Pittsburgh 
Penguins; 12. Colorado Avalanche; 13. Philadelphia Flyers; 
14. St. Louis Blues; 15. Edmonton Oilers; 16. Chicago 
Blackhawks 

TIM CAMPBELL 

1. Tampa Bay Lightning; 2. Vegas Golden Knights; 3. 
Carolina Hurricanes; 4. Washington Capitals; 5. Florida 
Panthers; 6. Colorado Avalanche; 7. Boston Bruins; 8. 
Toronto Maple Leafs; 9. New York Islanders; 10. Pittsburgh 
Penguins; 11. Winnipeg Jets; 12. Edmonton Oilers; 13. 
Minnesota Wild; 14. Philadelphia Flyers; 15. St. Louis Blues; 
16. Montreal Canadiens 

BRIAN COMPTON 

1. Vegas Golden Knights; 2. Florida Panthers; 3. Tampa Bay 
Lightning; 4. Carolina Hurricanes; 5. Washington Capitals; 6. 
Minnesota Wild; 7. New York Islanders; 8. Colorado 
Avalanche; 9. Pittsburgh Penguins; 10. Toronto Maple Leafs; 
11. Winnipeg Jets; 12. Philadelphia Flyers; 13. Calgary 
Flames; 14. St. Louis Blues; 15. Boston Bruins; 16. 
Edmonton Oilers 

NICHOLAS J. COTSONIKA 

1. Tampa Bay Lightning; 2. Vegas Golden Knights; 3. Florida 
Panthers; 4. Carolina Hurricanes; 5. Washington Capitals; 6. 
New York Islanders; 7. Minnesota Wild; 8. Colorado 
Avalanche; 9. Toronto Maple Leafs; 10. Winnipeg Jets; 11. 
Pittsburgh Penguins; 12. Boston Bruins; 13. Philadelphia 
Flyers; 14. St. Louis Blues; 15. Montreal Canadiens; 16. 
Edmonton Oilers 

TOM GULITTI 

1. Tampa Bay Lightning; 2. Vegas Golden Knights; 3. Florida 
Panthers; 4. Carolina Hurricanes; 5. Washington Capitals; 6. 
New York Islanders; 7. Toronto Maple Leafs; 8. Minnesota 
Wild; 9. Colorado Avalanche; 10. Boston Bruins; 11. 
Winnipeg Jets; 12. Pittsburgh Penguins; 13. Philadelphia 
Flyers; 14. Montreal Canadiens; 15. St. Louis Blues; 16. 
Edmonton Oilers 
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ADAM KIMELMAN 

1. Tampa Bay Lightning; 2. Washington Capitals; 3. Vegas 
Golden Knights; 4. New York Islanders; 5. Toronto Maple 
Leafs; 6. Florida Panthers; 7. Winnipeg Jets; 8. Carolina 
Hurricanes; 9. Minnesota Wild; 10. Colorado Avalanche; 11. 
Pittsburgh Penguins; 12. Boston Bruins; 13. Edmonton 
Oilers; 14. St. Louis Blues; 15. Philadelphia Flyers; 16. 
Chicago Blackhawks 

ROBERT LAFLAMME 

1. Tampa Bay Lightning; 2. Vegas Golden Knights; 3. 
Carolina Hurricanes; 4. Florida Panthers; 5. Washington 
Capitals; 6. Toronto Maple Leafs; 7. New York Islanders; 8. 
Colorado Avalanche; 9. Winnipeg Jets; 10. Pittsburgh 
Penguins; 11. Boston Bruins; 12. St. Louis Blues; 13. 
Minnesota Wild; 14. Edmonton Oilers; 15. Chicago 
Blackhawks; 16. Philadelphia Flyers 

MIKE G. MORREALE 

1. Tampa Bay Lightning; 2. Washington Capitals; 3. New 
York Islanders; 4. Vegas Golden Knights; 5. Florida 
Panthers; 6. Carolina Hurricanes; 7. Toronto Maple Leafs; 8. 
Pittsburgh Penguins; 9. Winnipeg Jets; 10. Boston Bruins; 
11. Minnesota Wild; 12. Colorado Avalanche; 13. St. Louis 
Blues; 14. Chicago Blackhawks; 15. Philadelphia Flyers; 16. 
Edmonton Oilers 

TRACEY MYERS 

1. Tampa Bay Lightning; 2. Washington Capitals; 3. Carolina 
Hurricanes; 4. New York Islanders; 5. Florida Panthers; 6. 
Toronto Maple Leafs; 7. Vegas Golden Knights; 8. Minnesota 
Wild; 9. Pittsburgh Penguins; 10. Colorado Avalanche; 11. 
Boston Bruins; 12. Winnipeg Jets; 13. Edmonton Oilers; 14. 
St. Louis Blues; 15. Chicago Blackhawks; 16. Montreal 
Canadiens 

BILL PRICE 

1. Tampa Bay Lightning; 2. Vegas Golden Knights; 3. 
Washington Capitals; 4. New York Islanders; 5. Boston 

Bruins; 6. Colorado Avalanche; 7. Florida Panthers; 8. 
Carolina Hurricanes; 9. Toronto Maple Leafs; 10. Minnesota 
Wild; 11. Pittsburgh Penguins; 12. Philadelphia Flyers; 13. 
Winnipeg Jets; 14. Chicago Blackhawks; 15. Edmonton 
Oilers; 16. Montreal Canadiens 

SHAWN P. ROARKE 

1. Tampa Bay Lightning; 2. Vegas Golden Knights; 3. 
Carolina Hurricanes; 4. New York Islanders; 5. Washington 
Capitals; 6. Winnipeg Jets; 7. Colorado Avalanche; 8. 
Toronto Maple Leafs; 9. Florida Panthers; 10. Pittsburgh 
Penguins; 11. Minnesota Wild; 12. Boston Bruins; 13. St. 
Louis Blues; 14. Philadelphia Flyers; 15. Calgary Flames; 16. 
Edmonton Oilers 

DAN ROSEN 

1. Tampa Bay Lightning; 2. Vegas Golden Knights; 3. 
Washington Capitals; 4. Florida Panthers; 5. Carolina 
Hurricanes; 6. New York Islanders; 7. Colorado Avalanche; 
8. Minnesota Wild; 9. Boston Bruins; 10. Toronto Maple 
Leafs; 11. Winnipeg Jets; 12. Pittsburgh Penguins; 13. 
Philadelphia Flyers; 14. Calgary Flames; 15. Chicago 
Blackhawks; 16. Montreal Canadiens 

DAVID SATRIANO 

1. Tampa Bay Lightning; 2. Vegas Golden Knights; 3. New 
York Islanders; 4. Carolina Hurricanes; 5. Florida Panthers; 
6. Washington Capitals; 7. Pittsburgh Penguins; 8. Colorado 
Avalanche; 9. Minnesota Wild; 10. Toronto Maple Leafs; 11. 
Boston Bruins; 12. Winnipeg Jets; 13. Edmonton Oilers; 14. 
St. Louis Blues; 15. Philadelphia Flyers; 16. Calgary Flames 

MIKE ZEISBERGER 

1. Tampa Bay Lightning; 2. Vegas Golden Knights; 3. 
Washington Capitals; 4. Colorado Avalanche; 5. Carolina 
Hurricanes; 6. Florida Panthers; 7. New York Islanders; 8. 
Toronto Maple Leafs; 9. Boston Bruins; 10. Minnesota Wild; 
11. Winnipeg Jets; 12. Edmonton Oilers; 13. Pittsburgh 
Penguins; 14. Montreal Canadiens; 15. St. Louis Blues; 16. 
Philadelphia Flyers
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Caufield among 10 finalists for Hobey Baker Award 

Canadiens forward prospect leads NCAA with 28 goals, 49 
points in 30 games for Wisconsin 

By Mike G. Morreale 

Cole Caufield, a Montreal Canadiens forward prospect in his 
second season at the University of Wisconsin, was 
announced as one of 10 finalists for the Hobey Baker 
Memorial Award on Wednesday. 

The Hobey Baker Award is presented annually to recognize 
the top NCAA men's hockey player. 

The three finalists for the 2021 Hobey Baker Award will be 
revealed April 1, and the winner announced April 9. 

Caufield, chosen No. 15 by the Canadiens in the 2019 NHL 
Draft, was named Big Ten Player of the Year on Tuesday. 
The 20-year-old leads all NCAA players with 28 goals and 49 
points in 30 games. 

Eight of the 10 finalists have been drafted by NHL teams. 
Along with Caufield are Boston College goalie Spencer 
Knight (Florida Panthers) and forward Matthew Boldy 
(Minnesota Wild), Wisconsin forward Dylan Holloway 
(Edmonton Oilers), Boston University defenseman David 
Farrance (Nashville Predators), University of Minnesota 
goalie Jack LaFontaine (Carolina Hurricanes), Quinnipiac 
University goalie Keith Petruzzelli (Detroit Red Wings), and 
University of North Dakota forward Shane Pinto (Ottawa 
Senators). 

The 10 candidates were selected by voting from all 61 NCAA 
Division I college hockey coaches and via online fan 
balloting. 

Here's a closer look at the 10 candidates (listed in 
alphabetical order): 

Matthew Boldy, F, Boston College: The 19-year-old 
sophomore (6-foot-2, 196 pounds), selected by the Wild with 
the No. 12 pick in the 2019 draft, is third in Hockey East with 
26 points (10 goals, 16 assists) in 20 games, and is tied for 
the NCAA lead with three shorthanded goals. He scored 
seven points (five goals, two assists) in seven games to help 
the United States win the 2021 IIHF World Junior 
Championship. 

Cole Caufield, F, Wisconsin: Caufield (5-7, 162) has scored 
85 points (47 goals, 38 assists) in 66 games in two NCAA 
seasons. Caufield, who led the Big Ten with 24 points (11 
goals, 13 assists) in 24 conference games last season, is the 
first Big Ten player to win back-to-back conference scoring 
titles. This season he leads all NCAA players in power-play 
goals (10) and shots on goal (152), and is tied for first in 
power-play points (22). 

David Farrance, D, Boston University: Farrance (5-11, 189) 
scored 16 points (five goals, 11 assists) in 10 games as a 
senior alternate captain and was named a Hockey East First-
Team All-Star for the second straight season. A third-round 
pick (No. 92) by the Predators in the 2017 NHL Draft, the 21-

year-old has scored 88 points (26 goals, 62 assists) in 112 
NCAA games in four college seasons. 

Dylan Holloway, F, Wisconsin: Holloway (6-1, 203) was an 
All-Big Ten First Team selection after he scored 34 points 
(11 goals, 23 assists) in 22 games. The 19-year-old 
sophomore who was selected by the Oilers at No. 14 in the 
2020 draft also scored three game-winning goals and is 
fourth among NCAA players with 16 power-play points (four 
goals, 12 assists). 

Spencer Knight, G, Boston College: The sophomore (6-3, 
192) held opponents to two goals or fewer in 11 of his 19 
starts, and he is 16-2-1 with a 1.99 goals-against average, 
three shutouts and .937 save percentage. The 19-year-old, 
selected by the Panthers with the No. 13 pick of the 2019 
draft, was named Hockey East Player of the Year and Goalie 
of the Year. 

Jack LaFontaine, G, Minnesota: Chosen by the Hurricanes in 
the third round (No. 75) of the 2016 NHL Draft, the 23-year-
old has held opponents to two goals or fewer in 21 of his 27 
starts and is 21-6-0 with a 1.74 GAA, five shutouts and a 
.936 save percentage. The senior (6-2, 204) was named Big 
Ten Goalie of the Year and was a First Team All-Big Ten 
selection. 

Dryden McKay, G, Minnesota State: McKay (5-11, 175), who 
is undrafted, is 19-2 in 22 games, with an NCAA-best nine 
shutouts. The 23-year-old has 23 shutouts in his three 
college seasons, second in NCAA history behind Ryan Miller 
of Michigan State (26). The junior was named Western 
Collegiate Hockey Association Goalie of the Year for the 
second consecutive season after posting a 1.25 GAA and a 
.937 save percentage. 

Keith Petruzzelli, G, Quinnipiac: Selected by the Red Wings 
in the third round (No. 88) of the 2017 draft, the senior was 
fourth among NCAA goalies with a 1.78 GAA while starting 
all 27 games for Quinnipiac. The 22-year-old (6-5, 185) is 17-
6 with four ties, a .929 save percentage and four shutouts. 
He has started 52 straight games the past two seasons. 

Shane Pinto, F, North Dakota: Selected by the Senators in 
the second round (No. 32) of the 2019 draft, the 20-year-old 
was third among National Collegiate Hockey Conference 
players with 30 points (15 goals, 15 assists) in 26 games. 
Pinto was named NCHC Player of the Year and was the first 
player in conference history to be named Forward of the 
Year and Defensive Forward of the Year. He scored seven 
power-play goals and won 61.8 percent of his face-offs. 

Odeen Tufto, F, Quinnipiac: The senior captain (5-7, 175), 
who is undrafted, leads NCAA Division I players in assists 
(38), assists per game (1.41), power-play assists (20), and 
face-off winning percentage (63.1 percent), and is tied with 
Caufield for first in power-play points (22). Tufto's 44 points 
in 27 games are second to Caufield among NCAA players. 
The 24-year-old is Quinnipiac's all-time leader in assists 
(128) and is second in points (165) since the program moved 
to Division I in 1998.
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AHL notebook: Dostal, Swayman among rookie goalies with solid NHL futures 

Ducks, Bruins prospects hope to follow in footsteps of 
Kahkonen, Lankinen 

By Patrick Williams 

The American Hockey League annually develops a steady 
parade of NHL-ready goalies, and this season has been no 
different. 

Kaapo Kahkonen (Minnesota Wild), Kevin Lankinen 
(Chicago Blackhawks), and Vitek Vanecek (Washington 
Capitals) each played multiple seasons in the AHL before 
moving to a full-time position in the NHL this season. Each is 
the No. 1 goalie on his team, or has spent time as the No. 1, 
and is in the conversation for the Calder Trophy voted as 
NHL rookie of the year. 

Here is a look at five rookie goalies playing in the AHL who 
could follow a similar path to the NHL in the future: 

LUKAS DOSTAL, SAN DIEGO (ANAHEIM DUCKS) 

Dostal (6-foot-2, 174 pounds) has adjusted well to hockey in 
North America at age 20 after a standout 2019-20 on loan 
with Ilves in Liiga, Finland's top professional league. 

Selected by Anaheim in the third round (No. 85) of the 2018 
NHL Draft, Dostal went 27-8-6 with a 1.78 goals-against 
average and .928 save percentage in 43 games. He was 
voted the top goalie in the league and was named to the 
Liiga All-Star team. 

San Diego started the season 6-0-0-0 but is 3-9-0-0 since 
then. Dostal, though, has held steady, with coach Kevin 
Dineen saying Dostal has been mature and focused. He is 5-
7-0 with a 3.09 GAA and .913 save percentage in 12 games. 
He has played 698:47, third-most among AHL goalies. 

JEREMY SWAYMAN, PROVIDENCE (BOSTON BRUINS) 

The Bruins selected Swayman (6-2, 187) in the fourth round 
(No. 111) of the 2017 NHL Draft. He played three seasons at 
the University of Maine, capped by winning the Mike Richter 
Award as the best goalie in the NCAA last season. He also 
was a finalist for the Hobey Baker Award, given to the best 
NCAA player. 

Swayman signed a three-year, entry-level contract March 18, 
2020, and has had a strong start to his professional career 
this season with Providence. In seven games, he's 7-0-0 with 
a .942 save percentage that is third in the AHL. 

He was assigned to the Bruins taxi squad Sunday with 
Tuukka Rask out with an undisclosed injury but has yet to 
make his NHL debut. 

LOGAN THOMPSON, HENDERSON (VEGAS GOLDEN 
KNIGHTS) 

Thompson (6-4, 201) came to the Golden Knights without 
much fanfare, but his work is quickly changing that 
perception. 

The 24-year-old signed a two-year, entry-level contract with 
Vegas on July 13, 2020, and has had an eventful start to his 
season. He was named CCM/AHL Goaltender of the Month 
for February, and made his NHL debut against the 
Minnesota Wild on March 10, making two saves in 8:15 in 
relief of Marc-Andre Fleury. 

Vegas general manager Kelly McCrimmon was familiar with 
Thompson from their time together with Brandon of the 
Western Hockey League, where Thompson played from 
2014-15 to 2017-18 and McCrimmon was GM and coach. In 
seven AHL games this season, Thompson is 6-1-0 with a 
1.72 GAA and an AHL-best .946 save percentage. 

The Golden Knights returned Thompson to Henderson on 
Wednesday. 

TYLER WALL, HARTFORD (NEW YORK RANGERS) 

Alexandar Georgiev and Igor Shesterkin each developed in 
Hartford before heading to New York, and the Rangers are 
taking the same approach with Wall (6-3, 214). 

Chosen in the sixth round (No. 174) of the 2016 NHL Draft, 
the 23-year-old played four seasons at the University of 
Massachusetts-Lowell. Last season he was 18-8 with six 
ties, a 2.10 GAA and .931 save percentage in 32 games. 

Wall is 1-3-0 with a 3.62 GAA and .865 save percentage in 
four games this season but his workload likely will be going 
up with Keith Kinkaid in the NHL because of an injury to 
Shesterkin and rookie Dylan Garand returned to Kamloops of 
the WHL. 

BECK WARM, CHICAGO (CAROLINA HURRICANES) 

Warm (6-0, 173) played with Tri-City and Edmonton in the 
WHL last season. The 21-year-old signed an AHL contract 
with Chicago on Nov. 20, 2020. 

He started this season 4-0-0 and signed a two-year, entry-
level contract with the Hurricanes on March 6. 

In six AHL games, Warm is 5-1-1 with a 2.02 GAA and .944 
save percentage that is second in the AHL to Thompson. He 
was assigned to the Hurricanes taxi squad Tuesday but has 
yet to make his NHL debut.
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Carolina takes home win streak into matchup with Columbus 

Columbus Blue Jackets (11-12-7, fifth in the Central Division) 
vs. Carolina Hurricanes (20-7-1, third in the Central Division) 

Raleigh, North Carolina; Thursday, 7 p.m. EDT 

BOTTOM LINE: Carolina hosts Columbus aiming to prolong 
its four-game home winning streak. 

The Hurricanes are 20-7-1 against Central Division 
opponents. Carolina has scored 93 goals and is sixth in the 
Nhl averaging 3.3 goals per game. Vincent Trocheck leads 
the team with 13. 

The Blue Jackets are 11-12-7 against the rest of their 
division. Columbus has converted on 16% of power-play 
opportunities, scoring 12 power-play goals. 

In their last meeting on Feb. 15, Carolina won 7-3. Brock 
McGinn scored two goals for the Hurricanes. 

TOP PERFORMERS: Sebastian Aho leads the Hurricanes 
with 26 points, scoring 11 goals and adding 15 assists. 

Dougie Hamilton has 11 points over the last 10 games for 
Carolina. 

Cam Atkinson leads the Blue Jackets with 11 goals and has 
21 points. Oliver Bjorkstrand has four goals over the last 10 
games for Columbus. 

LAST 10 GAMES: Hurricanes: 8-2-0, averaging 3.2 goals, 
5.8 assists, 4.2 penalties and 8.4 penalty minutes while 
giving up two goals per game with a .934 save percentage. 

Blue Jackets: 3-5-2, averaging two goals, 3.3 assists, 2.6 
penalties and 6.8 penalty minutes while allowing 2.6 goals 
per game with a .909 save percentage. 

INJURIES: Hurricanes: Teuvo Teravainen: out (concussion), 
Jake Gardiner: day to day (back), Petr Mrazek: out (thumb), 
Vincent Trocheck: day to day (upper body). 

Blue Jackets: None listed.
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NHL Power Rankings: 1-31 poll, plus the midseason MVP for every team 

By Emily Kaplan 

Time is a warp these days, but believe it or not, we're at the 
halfway mark of the NHL's abridged 56-game 2021 season. 
For this week's ESPN Power Rankings, we identified the 
MVP on every team at the midseason point. 

How we rank: The ESPN hockey editorial staff submits 
selections ranking teams 1 to 31 -- taking into account game 
results, injuries and upcoming schedule -- and those results 
are tabulated in the list featured here. 

Note: Previous ranking for each team refers to our Week 7 
edition, published on March 10. Points percentages are 
through the games of March 16. 

1. Florida Panthers 

Previous ranking: 5 
Points percentage: .750 
Next seven days: vs. NSH (March 18, 20); @ TB (March 21); 
@ CHI (March 23) 

The Panthers had a handful of terrific performances in the 
first half, but their MVP is captain Aleksander Barkov, who 
does everything, and does it well. Honorable mention to 
Jonathan Huberdeau, who has been nearly as impressive. 

2. Carolina Hurricanes 

Previous ranking: 4 
Points percentage: .732 
Next seven days: vs. CBJ (March 18, 20); @ CBJ (March 22) 

Vincent Trocheck has been a rock star through the first half 
(13 goals and a point-per-game pace through 24), though 
he's injured right now. Keep an eye on Sebastian Aho, who 
is about to turn up to next-level mode. 

3. Tampa Bay Lightning 

Previous ranking: 1 
Points percentage: .750 
Next seven days: vs. CHI (March 18, 20); vs. FLA (March 
21); @ DAL (March 23) 

Andrei Vasilevskiy has been head and shoulders above his 
peers this season. According to Natural Stat Trick data, 
Vasilevskiy leads the league in goals saved above average 
at 5-on-5 with 13.35. The next-closest goalie? Kevin 
Lankinen (8.66). 

4. Vegas Golden Knights 

Previous ranking: 2 
Points percentage: .750 
Next seven days: vs. SJ (March 17); @ LA (March 19, 21); 
vs. STL (March 22) 

For the first half of the season, Marc-Andre Fleury was the 
team's MVP -- which is ironic, considering there was trade 

speculation this summer after the Golden Knights inked 
Robin Lehner to a long-term deal. This is the best 
goaltending tandem in the league. 

5. New York Islanders 

Previous ranking: 6 
Points percentage: .700 
Next seven days: vs. PHI (March 18, 20); @ PHI (March 22); 
@ BOS (March 23) 

Captain Anders Lee had been the first-half MVP. Besides a 
team-high 12 goals, teammate Matt Martin lauds Lee for 
having the "best net-front presence in the league." Lee, 
unfortunately, is sidelined indefinitely with a lower-body 
injury. Next man up. 

6. Washington Capitals 

Previous ranking: 7 
Points percentage: .724 
Next seven days: vs. NYR (March 19, 20) 

The perennially underrated Nicklas Backstrom is having an 
on-brand season. The 33-year-old is quietly leading the team 
in points, and he is tracking for his best goals- and points-
per-game averages in a decade. 

7. Minnesota Wild 

Previous ranking: 11 
Points percentage: .685 
Next seven days: @ COL (March 18, 20); vs. ANA (March 
22) 

Kirill Kaprizov has been the star of the Wild's season so far, 
in part because he helps make their games appointment 
viewing. Of forwards to debut over the past 10 seasons, only 
four players put up more points through 25 games than 
Kaprizov's 23 (which is also a Minnesota franchise record). 

8. Pittsburgh Penguins 

Previous ranking: 13 
Points percentage: .638 
Next seven days: @ NJ (March 18, 20); vs. NJ (March 21) 

The Penguins are in win-now mode because Sidney Crosby 
is still around. At 33, Crosby is still the team's best player -- 
and had seven points in the team's recent five-game winning 
streak -- but is tracking for his lowest points-per-game 
average of his career. 

9. Toronto Maple Leafs 

Previous ranking: 3 
Points percentage: .667 
Next seven days: vs. CGY (March 19, 20) 

Auston Matthews leads the NHL in goals by a decent margin, 
entered the week on pace for 64 goals in a full season and 
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already posted a 16-game point streak (including an eight-
game goal streak). All of this while managing a wrist injury. 

10. Colorado Avalanche 

Previous ranking: 12 
Points percentage: .667 
Next seven days: vs. MIN (March 18, 20); @ ARI (March 22, 
23) 

Philipp Grubauer is playing the best hockey of his career. 
The 29-year-old trails only Andrei Vasilevskiy in wins, save 
percentage and goals-against average. Plus, Grubauer has 
one more shutout (four) than the Lightning netminder. 

11. Boston Bruins 

Previous ranking: 8 
Points percentage: .630 
Next seven days: @ BUF (March 18, 20); vs. NYI (March 23) 

There's a legitimate case to be made that Charlie McAvoy is 
the Bruins' first-half MVP, shouldering the No. 1 defenseman 
role while adding more offense. But Brad Marchand's overall 
impact -- and 31 points through 25 games -- is hard to 
ignore. 

12. Winnipeg Jets 

Previous ranking: 10 
Points percentage: .643 
Next seven days: vs. MTL (March 17); @ EDM (March 18, 
20); @ VAN (March 22) 

Winnipeg's MVP so far has been its No. 1 center, Mark 
Scheifele, who has 36 points through his first 27 games. That 
said, here's an official nomination for Nikolaj Ehlers to inherit 
Aleksander Barkov's old title of the NHL's most underrated 
player. 

13. St. Louis Blues 

Previous ranking: 9 
Points percentage: .589 
Next seven days: @ LA (March 17); @ SJ (March 19, 20); @ 
VGS (March 22) 

The team's first-half MVP is also their bounce-back of the 
year candidate: Justin Faulk. The defenseman inherited Alex 
Pietrangelo's No. 1 minutes, and he is playing like the player 
St. Louis believes it traded for (and immediately extended) in 
2019. 

14. Edmonton Oilers 

Previous ranking: 16 
Points percentage: .581 
Next seven days: @ CGY (March 17); vs. WPG (March 18, 
20); @ MTL (March 22) 

This might be the best hockey we've ever seen Connor 
McDavid play. He tallied his 50th point of the season before 
the 30th game, the second straight season he's achieved the 
feat. The last player to do it in back-to-back seasons? Wayne 
Gretzky. 

15. Montreal Canadiens 

Previous ranking: 17 
Points percentage: .589 

Next seven days: @ WPG (March 17); vs. VAN (March 19, 
20); vs. EDM (March 22) 

It's been a renaissance season for 33-year-old Jeff Petry, 
who was the first defenseman this season to hit 10 goals. At 
the halfway point, Petry led the Habs in points (25) and 
Montreal had a plus-20 goal differential with him on the ice. 

16. Philadelphia Flyers 

Previous ranking: 14 
Points percentage: .596 
Next seven days: @ NYR (March 17); @ NYI (March 18, 20); 
vs. NYI (March 22); vs. NJ (March 23) 

Sean Couturier has played only 15 games (missing 10 with a 
rib injury), but an argument can be made for him to still be 
the team's MVP thus far. His Corsi for percentage at even 
strength (61.22) is more than 10 percentage points higher 
than the team average. 

17. Calgary Flames 

Previous ranking: 22 
Points percentage: .534 
Next seven days: vs. EDM (March 17); @ TOR (March 19, 
20); @ OTT (March 22) 

Andrew Mangiapane has been a delight this season, but 
Calgary's MVP is its big offseason investment: Jacob 
Markstrom. The Flames have lacked a reliable No. 1 
goaltender since Miikka Kiprusoff left, and they sure are 
using Markstrom (19 starts, .911 save percentage, two 
shutouts) as a workhorse. 

18. Chicago Blackhawks 

Previous ranking: 15 
Points percentage: .550 
Next seven days: @ TB (March 18, 20); vs. FLA (March 23) 

Patrick Kane reached his 1,000-game milestone this season, 
and he's not showing any signs of slowing down. If Chicago 
remains in the playoff race, Kane will be in the MVP 
discussion. Kane trails only Connor McDavid and Leon 
Draisaitl in points, and he has 12 more than any other 
Blackhawk. 

19. Los Angeles Kings 

Previous ranking: 18 
Points percentage: .519 
Next seven days: vs. STL (March 17); vs. VGS (March 19, 
21); @ SJ (March 22) 

If you've watched a Kings game this season, you've probably 
noticed Anze Kopitar is still dominating. "It's pretty amazing 
to watch, especially for a guy of his size," teammate Jeff 
Carter said. "Literally every night you know what you're 
getting with Kopy, controlling the game. He's always on." 

20. Arizona Coyotes 

Previous ranking: 19 
Points percentage: .483 
Next seven days: @ ANA (March 18, 20); vs. COL (March 
22, 23) 
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Conor Garland leads the Coyotes in points at the halfway 
point, but he also might be the most entertaining Arizona 
player to watch. Undersized but full of effort, he keeps 
carving a bigger role. 

21. New York Rangers 

Previous ranking: 20 
Points percentage: .481 
Next seven days: vs. PHI (March 17); @ WSH (March 19, 
20); vs. BUF (March 22) 

With Artemi Panarin out for a decent chunk of the season, 
Chris Kreider -- the team's longest-tenured veteran -- has 
been the MVP. Kreider leads the team in goals (14 through 
26 games) and trails only Panarin in expected goals for 
percentage (65.2%). 

22. Dallas Stars 

Previous ranking: 23 
Points percentage: .500 
Next seven days: @ DET (March 18, 20); vs. NSH (March 
21); vs. TB (March 23) 

This isn't the start anyone in Dallas expected. Alexander 
Radulov returned after a month out, and Tyler Seguin is still 
sidelined. In their absence, it has been Joe Pavelski carrying 
the load with double the number of goals (14) than his next-
closest teammate. 

23. Columbus Blue Jackets 

Previous ranking: 21 
Points percentage: .483 
Next seven days: @ CAR (March 18, 20); vs. CAR (March 
22) 

Oliver Bjorkstrand probably should be the team's MVP so far, 
but his usage remains questionable. Cam Atkinson has 
proved he still has the goal-scoring touch, and he has been 
the most consistent offensive producer, so it's probably him. 

24. San Jose Sharks 

Previous ranking: 26 
Points percentage: .481 
Next seven days: @ VGS (March 17); vs. STL (March 19, 
20); vs. LA (March 22) 

It has been a dismal season in San Jose, but Logan Couture 
has been producing. He leads the team with 13 goals (11 at 
even strength) while still playing a hard brand defensively. 
The captain is leading the way with effort. 

25. Vancouver Canucks 

Previous ranking: 24 
Points percentage: .469 
Next seven days: @ OTT (March 17); @ MTL (March 19, 
20); vs. WPG (March 22) 

Thatcher Demko is putting up a good late case, but Brock 
Boeser has been consistent the entire season, leading the 
team in points and goals. He's looking more and more like a 
lock for next year's U.S. Olympic roster. 

26. Nashville Predators 

Previous ranking: 25 
Points percentage: .431 
Next seven days: @ FLA (March 18, 20); @ DAL (March 21); 
vs. DET (March 23) 

The Predators continue to disappoint. Filip Forsberg (10 
goals, 27 points through his first 28 games) has put up the 
best individual performance. It's why he would generate the 
biggest return package of any Nashville trade options. 

27. New Jersey Devils 

Previous ranking: 27 
Points percentage: .423 
Next seven days: vs. PIT (March 18, 20); @ PIT (March 21); 
@ PHI (March 23) 

New Jersey may be off to its worst start in a decade, but 
there have been some silver linings. A year ago, most Devils 
fans would be fine with the team trading Pavel Zacha. Now, 
the 23-year-old is leading the team in points, looking like he 
might not be a bust after all. 

28. Ottawa Senators 

Previous ranking: 29 
Points percentage: .344 
Next seven days: vs. VAN (March 17); vs. CGY (March 22) 

The Senators aren't on most people's must-watch list, but 
they have a few players who are legitimately exciting to 
watch. Brady Tkachuk (11 goals, 21 points through 31 
games) is the best player to me. He leads the league in 
shots taken -- by a wide margin. 

29. Anaheim Ducks 

Previous ranking: 28 
Points percentage: .367 
Next seven days: vs. ARI (March 18, 20); @ MIN (March 22) 

Max Comtois had a hot start, but suddenly Rickard Rakell is 
performing up to expectations. The better he plays, the more 
trade value he has -- but also the unlikelier a trade is, as the 
asking price might be too rich for most teams. 

30. Detroit Red Wings 

Previous ranking: 30 
Points percentage: .367 
Next seven days: vs. DAL (March 18, 20); @ NSH (March 
23) 

Dylan Larkin plays hard every time he's on the ice, but the 
player who has bailed the Red Wings out the most thus far 
this season is Jonathan Bernier. He ranks 11th in the league 
in goals saved above average at 5-on-5, per Natural Stat 
Trick data. 

31. Buffalo Sabres 

Previous ranking: 31 
Points percentage: .286 
Next seven days: vs. BOS (March 18, 20); @ NYR (March 
22) 

There aren't many Sabres having good seasons. Linus 
Ullmark is sidelined at least a month with injury right now. 
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But through 12 starts, his 5-4-2 record and .919 save 
percentage are hard to ignore -- especially while he plays on 
a team that's so bad.

 

 

Finding a way: The story of the Hurricanes’ 20-7-1 start 

Throughout the first half of this season, the Hurricanes have 
displayed a new-found knack for winning games then they’re 
not at their best.  

By Andrew Schnittker  

“Good teams find a way to win” is one of the oldest sports 
cliches on the face of the Earth, but it’s no less true.  

In a full season of any sport, it’s virtually impossible for any 
team to be at the top of its game night and in and night out. 
The teams that most often find a way to ride a few clutch 
plays to victory when they don’t have their “A game” are 
going to be the most successful.  

In hockey, “good teams find a way to win” can mean a hot 
night featuring some timely saves from a goalie, star 
forwards stepping up to score a couple big goals, or elite 
special teams units performing at a high level. And, in a twist 
that would have seemed unfathomable just a few years ago, 
the hockey rendition of “good teams find a way to win” has 
almost become a team mantra for the 2021 Carolina 
Hurricanes through the first half of the season. 

It’s not that it’s a phrase the Hurricanes were unfamiliar with 
during their near decade in the hockey wilderness prior to the 
start of the Rod Brind’Amour regime. But it almost never had 
positive connotations.  

It would normally be a rebuttal from players, coaches, fans 
and media alike to those who point out after a hard-luck loss 
in which the Hurricanes put forth a strong effort and 
peppered an opposing goalie with shot after shot that if they 
could have just gotten a couple bounces, or better 
goaltending, they’d have come away victorious. All too often, 
the Hurricanes were the team felt it deserved a better result 
based on its full 60-minute effort, but fell victim to a hot 
goalie or elite goal scorers making plays in key moments.  

But with the 2021 Hurricanes off to an excellent start, those 
days are mostly (last night’s game was a bit of a reminder, 
but the larger trend remains) fading further and further from 
memory with every game. The Hurricanes are the team that 
can come up with a victory when not at their best thanks to 
strong special teams, or clutch goals from star players or a 
big night in net.  

That’s not to say that Carolina has completely sleepwalked 
its way to a 20-7-1 start,There have been plenty of nights 
where this team “played a full 60 minutes” and its full ability 
on those nights was on display.  

But, especially in a 56-game season with a schedule even 
further compressed by Carolina’s 10-day COVID pause in 
January, going pedal to the metal every night from puck drop 
to the final buzzer just isn’t possible. But, unlike in years 
past, there have been plenty of nights where the Canes have 
ridden the league’s top-ranked power play, top-10 penalty kill 
or clutch goals from the likes of Sebastian Aho, Andrei 
Svechnikov, Vincent Trocheck, Martin Necas, Jordan Staal 
and Nino Niederreiter. 

Goaltending has been an adventure at times this season, but 
over this winning streak, Alex Nedeljkovic has been lights out 
and helped propel the Hurricanes, and Petr Mrazek was 
dynamite for four games to start the year before suffering a 
broken thumb.  

On the nights when the Canes aren’t necessarily at their best 
for 60 minutes but ride star power, or hot goaltending or 
special teams, to a win, the refrain in the postgame is usually 
the same. Something along the lines of “we have to play 60 
minutes,” followed by some variation of “good teams find a 
way to win.” 

What was once a reason for the Canes’ failure to get over 
the hump is now their rallying cry. Take last week’s 3-2 
overtime victory over Nashville for example. The Canes 
stumbled through the first half of the game and found 
themselves down 2-0. But Nedeljkovic kept them in it, and 
two quick strikes on the power play from Staal and Aho on 
the power play tied the game before Staal won it in overtime.  

For so many prior years, the Canes’ best path to victory was 
coming up with a near perfect effort and crossing their 
fingers for some timely goals and saves. If they weren’t at 
their best for a full 60, the path to victory would be steep.  

After the Nashville win, Aho, Staal and Brind’Amour were all 
asked about the Hurricanes’ newfound ability to win on 
nights when they don’t have their best. Staal pointed to their 
performance on special teams. Brind’Amour offered up 
“we’ve got better players, up and down the lineup.”  

That’s certainly true, with the infusion of skill over the last few 
years that includes Niederreiter, Necas, Trocheck, Dougie 
Hamilton and growth from Svechnikov making the Canes’ 
lineup that much more dangerous.  

For Aho, who’s been here since 2016-17, the difference is 
night and day. 
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“So many things changed from then, when I think about 
anything from a few years ago,” Aho said. “I think that’s a 
good sign, to win on tough nights. … “There’s a lot of things, 
but it’s a good thing to win when you don’t play your best 
game.” 

The Hurricanes know they need to find a way to play “their 
game” for a full 60 minutes more often the second half of 
these season. They’ve said as much. But there’s still going to 
be nights when they just don’t happen.  

What separates good teams from bad teams, and great 
teams from good teams, is an ability to win when their best 
isn’t there. That’s an ability the Hurricanes have displayed, 
even with Mrazek missing most of the season, and top 
playmaker Teuvo Teravainen rarely being healthy.  

Good teams find a way to win. And it’s clear through half the 
season that these Hurricanes are a very, very good team.

 

Central Division Weekly Roundup: Look Out for the Red Wings 

Red Wings pick up wins over both Lightning and Hurricanes, 
Canes’ streak ends at eight.  

By Zeke Lukow 

1. Tampa Bay Lightning: .750 P% (20-6-2) 42 Points 

The Lightning are already getting their star winger Nikita 
Kucherov back in practice. Kucherov has been injured all 
year and was not scheduled to come back until the start of 
the playoffs, so his early return is good news for the 
Lightning, but it’s complicated. The Lightning cannot play him 
in the regular season because they cannot afford his cap hit 
so the EARLIEST he can return is the first round of the 
playoffs. This seems a little odd. There was a similar case a 
couple of years back when Patrick Kane returned for the 
Blackhawks in the playoffs, but he had at least played some 
games in the year, so he was on the active roster at some 
point.  

This situation just seems like such a bigger loophole 
because they will actively have to keep him out so they can 
use him in the playoffs. Since there is no cap restriction for 
the playoffs all of this is perfectly legal and they will be able 
to add a $10-million winger to the team. It just feels like this 
will be something that should probably be addressed by the 
league. There should be a game cap that a player should 
have to play before they can just be added back to the 
roster. Granted the loss of that player should be a challenge 
for them, but it’s not an issue for the Lightning, who are good 
enough to overcome his loss.  

2. Florida Panthers: .750 P% (19-5-4) 42 Points 

The Florida Panthers got both Anthony Duclair and Anton 
Stralman back from injured reserve last week. Duclair has 
slotted in with the top line with Carter Verhaeghe and 
Aleksander Barkov. In his first game back, he made an 
immediate impact with two primary assists. Duclair has been 
one of the top playmakers for Florida. He ranks third on the 
team when it comes to his assist rate at 1.74 A/60. He sits 
behind only Jonathan Huberdeau and Mason Marchment in 
the category.  

The Panthers are also excited to have Sergei Bobrovsky 
back playing well. He is 6-0-0 in his last six starts. He now 
has 10 streaks of six or more wins in his career, which ranks 
sixth all-time for goalies. During this stretch started at the 
beginning of March, he has a 2.82 GAA and a .914 sv%. 
This is quite the turnaround from the 3.02 GAA and .899 sv% 
that he had from the start of the season through Feb. 27th. 

For $10 million AAV, the Panthers are finally starting to get 
what they paid for.  

3. Carolina Hurricanes: .732 P% (20-7-1) 41 Points 

The Carolina Hurricanes' eight-game winning streak came to 
an end, but Dougie Hamilton’s point streak was extended to 
nine games. The Canes can’t go out and win every night so 
no one should be upset with the loss to the Red Wings. What 
is more impressive is that they kept the streak alive at all 
while missing their top goal scorer, number one goalie and 
Teuvo Teravainen. Every part of this month has been a 
positive for the Carolina Hurricanes. 

Going into the four-game series against the Columbus Blue 
Jackets, the Canes are going to have to look into the 
goaltending situation. While you can’t blame James Reimer 
for every goal against, Alex Nedeljkovic HAS earned the 
crease. Since Feb. 20 he has the best save percentage and 
goals-against average of any goalie who has played five or 
more games. The other interesting goaltending move was 
bringing up Beck Warm to the taxi squad and sending down 
Antoine Bibeau to Chicago. Warm was signed to an ELC 
earlier this season while on a Wolves AHL contract. Now he 
moves up to practice with the Canes and serves as the third 
goalie. 

That might not be the final move. Last night Warren Foegele 
left the game with an injury and did not return. They will now 
have to find the next man up to replace Foegele with the 
other two forwards still looking to be out for a longer-term. 
The only forward on the taxi squad is Max McCormick who 
played earlier in the season when the Canes had COVID 
issues.  

4. Chicago Blackhawks: .550 P% (14-11-5) 33 Points 

The Chicago Blackhawks got mini-swept by the Florida 
Panthers despite having a lead in both games. On Monday 
Chicago had a two-goal lead at 3-1 but eventually lost by a 
score of 6-3. This pivotal month is not going well for Chicago 
with just a 2-4-1 record so far in March. Now according to 
both MoneyPuck.com and The Athletic, the Dallas Stars now 
project to finish ahead of the Blackhawks for the final playoff 
position in the Central Division. It doesn’t get any easier 
moving forward as six of their next eight games are against 
the Panthers, Lightning and Hurricanes.  

In the most recent game, the loss also highlighted the poor 
play of the Blackhawks’ penalty kill. The Panthers scored two 
power-play goals, the second of which started a five-goal 
rally. Over the last 30 days, Chicago’s PK unit ranks dead 
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last in the NHL. They have only killed 64.3% of the penalties 
taken which accounts for 15 goals against. That equates to 
30.6% of their total goals against.  

5. Dallas Stars: .500 P% (9-9-7) 25 Points 

The Stars have been happy to get Alexander Radulov back 
in the lineup. He spent five weeks on injured reserve and 
scored in his second game back. Radulov was part of a 
crazy finish last night as he scored the game-tying goal 
against the Tampa Bay Lightning. Radulov and the Stars 
scored two goals with an empty net in the last 2:06 of the 
game. The Stars sit just eight points behind the Blackhawks 
with five games in hand and pull virtually level with the points 
percentage. 

The future also looks bright for the Stars in net with Jake 
Oettinger. Oettinger was drafted with the 26th overall pick in 
the 2017 NHL draft by the Stars. He is only in his second full 
professional season. This season he has been adjusting to 
the NHL admirably with a .917 sv% and has outplayed Anton 
Khudobin. The only problem with this for the Stars is they 
already have both Ben Bishop and Khudobin sighed through 
the 2022-2023 season. When Bishop comes back they will 
have a difficult decision since Oettinger wouldn’t be served 
well by spending more time in the AHL. 

6. Columbus Blue Jackets: .483 P% (11-12-7) 29 Points 

The Columbus Blue Jackets have had their last three games 
go to overtime, but only one went their way. The weirdest 
game of these was the first on Thursday. Columbus had a 4-
1 lead before the Panthers were able to come back and force 
overtime. In the third period, Patrik Laine was benched again 
despite having a goal and an assist in the game. He ended 
his seven-game scoreless drought, but that wasn’t enough to 
see him play in the last half of an important third period. 

Laine was on the ice for the first three goals against in the 
game but was playing with effort on each play. Even Laine at 
the time said that he thought it was a strange decision and 
that he thought he was doing everything that he needed to 
do to get ice time. With a potentially important game, the 
decision was made to not have him play at all in the rest of 
the game including overtime, where they still lost. They lost 
without playing their best offensive player in the game, so the 
move didn’t work in the end. At some point, something has to 
give in this situation.  

7. Nashville Predators: .431 P% (12-16-1) 25 Points 

The hot topic around the Nashville Predators is the 
impending rebuild. There are two players going in opposite 
directions. Goaltender Pekka Rinne has already said that he 
has no interest in chasing a cup and that he wants to stay 
and retire a Predator. The hottest name going around is 
defenseman Mattias Ekholm. Ekholm’s contract has an 
additional year remaining and at just $3.75 million AAV he 
becomes an affordable contract for many contending teams. 
Ekholm is a top-pairing defenseman who has been playing 
28.7% of the team’s power-play minutes.  

Ekholm is important in the rebuild because he is an 
affordable top-four defenseman. When you look at the Canes 
trade for Brady Skjei, the Canes gave up a first-round pick 
for the 26-year-old. While Ekholm is older, he is better 
established as a successful defenseman so they should 
certainly expect to get at least a first-round pick. This is also 
a tricky draft with less time for GM’s to evaluate around the 
pandemic so they could be more willing to trade more picks 
for this year’s draft and keep future draft picks.  

8. Detroit Red Wings: .367 P% (9-17-4) 22 Points 

The Detroit Red Wings have been the worst team in the 
Central but only find themselves tied for second to last in the 
league. They are tied with three other teams with 22 points. 
It’s just insane that no one is talking about them because of 
just how bad the Buffalo Sabres have been and the Senators 
in Canada. In the last two weeks, Detroit has been 
surprisingly competitive with a 2-1-1 record against the 
Hurricanes and the Lightning with a positive goal differential. 
There are only two teams that have beaten the Hurricanes 
more than once, the Tampa Bay Lightning and the Detroit 
Red Wings.  

What this has shown us is that the Red Wings don’t look to 
have quit in them this year. They have all the reasons to 
whimper away each night but refuse to give up which is 
exactly what you need a young team to do when they are 
developing a new core. One nice thing last night was seeing 
Evgeny Svechnikov back in the lineup. It is unfortunate it was 
due to the loss of Bobby Ryan who is having a resurgent 
year, but the elder Svechnikov brother has looked like he 
belongs. He has four points in five games despite playing 
9:00 per game.
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Gophers goalie Jack LaFontaine's whirlwind 24 hours capped with Hobey finalist slot  

More than 30 years ago, the Minnesota Gophers had the first 
goalie to win the Hobey Baker Award, given to college 
hockey's top player. They have a chance for another this 
season, as their current goalie is a top 10 finalist for the 
award. 

MINNEAPOLIS -- From the college hockey program that 
gave you the first-ever goaltender to win the Hobey Baker 
Award, given annually to the game’s top player, meet the 
latest puck-stopper to be a finalist for the trophy. 

Capping off what has to be among the craziest 24-hour 
spans in his life, Gophers senior goalie Jack LaFontaine 
learned on Wednesday that he is among the final 10 players 
in the running for the Hobey, which was last won by a 
Gopher in 2002. 

That news came one day after LaFontaine: 

 Was named the Big Ten’s top goalie on Wednesday 
afternoon. 

 Made 46 saves in his team’s 6-4 win over 
Wisconsin in the Big Ten tournament title game 

 Was named Most Outstanding Player in the Big Ten 
tournament, after playing every minute of the 
Gophers’ three wins 

After all of that, LaFontaine and the Gophers are getting 
some much-needed rest before they learn their NCAA 
tournament opponent and destination on Sunday. 

“It’s very mentally tiring. Today was more of a physical 
grind,” LaFontaine admitted after the Gophers won three 
games -- two of them in overtime -- in three days for the Big 
Ten crown.  

The honors and trophies are a continuation of one of the 
great comeback stories in college hockey. LaFontaine, who 
is from suburban Toronto and is a Carolina Hurricanes draft 

pick, was recruited to the University of Michigan and played 
two seasons there, making a Frozen Four appearance in 
2018. Not long after that, he was out of school, as the 
Wolverines let him know he was not part of their future plans. 
He spent a season in British Columbia playing junior hockey, 
then got a chance to return to the Big Ten with the Gophers. 

LaFontaine has said that he left Michigan not knowing if he 
would ever get another chance to play college hockey, and 
reminds himself of that, even during a grind like facing 21 
Wisconsin shots in Tuesday night’s third period. 

“I’m extremely grateful for the individual opportunities that 
coach (Bob) Motzko has given me,” LaFontaine said after 
beating the Badgers. “For me I kind of just remind myself that 
you may be tired, you may be a little bit worn down, but if you 
were to ask that same kid (three) years ago at Michigan if it 
mattered, you’d have said no. You would’ve died to get in a 
game like this. I’ve been dreaming about this since the day I 
wanted to go to college.” 

LaFontaine’s first few months in maroon and gold were 
average, as a team with a dozen newcomers was learning to 
play together. But since the 2019 holiday break, he has 
become the Gophers’ every night goalie, and the team has 
gone 34-11-3, finishing one win shy of the Big Ten’s regular 
season title the past two seasons, and winning the Big Ten 
tournament this week. 

In 1988, Gophers sophomore Robb Stauber became the first 
goalie to win the Hobey, after leading the U of M to a WCHA 
title and a Frozen Four appearance. Michigan State goalie 
Ryan Miller, in 2001, is the only other netminder to win the 
award in the 40 years since Gophers forward Neal Broten 
won the first Hobey in 1981. 

LaFontaine is the Gophers’ first Hobey finalist since 2017 
when Tyler Sheehy was one of the top 10. They have had 
four winners of the award: Broten (1981), Stauber (1988), 
Brian Bonin (1996) and Jordan Leopold (2002).
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TODAY’S LINKS 
https://www.newsobserver.com/sports/nhl/carolina-hurricanes/article249998439.html 

https://www.wralsportsfan.com/gold-pay-the-man/19581456/ 
https://www.nhl.com/hurricanes/news/gameday-preview-columbus-blue-jackets-carolina-hurricanes/c-322620804 

https://www.nhl.com/news/super-16-nhl-power-rankings-march-18/c-322618362 
https://www.nhl.com/news/canadiens-prospect-cole-caufield-among-finalists-for-hobey-baker-award/c-322616848 

https://www.nhl.com/news/ahl-notebook-top-rookie-goalies/c-322610106 
https://apnews.com/article/columbus-sebastian-aho-carolina-hurricanes-nhl-north-carolina-ff250507184544598053aabb0c6d4645 

https://www.espn.com/nhl/story/_/id/31076669/nhl-power-rankings-1-31-poll-plus-midseason-mvp-every-team 
https://www.canescountry.com/2021/3/17/22335321/finding-a-way-the-story-of-the-hurricanes-20-7-1-start 

https://www.canescountry.com/2021/3/17/22335377/central-division-weekly-roundup-look-out-for-the-red-wings 
https://www.inforum.com/sports/hockey/6939255-Gophers-goalie-Jack-LaFontaines-whirlwind-24-hours-capped-with-Hobey-finalist-slot 
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Blue Jackets' midseason grades put them in jeopardy of missing playoffs, 
undergoing changes 

No area of the team has overachieved, from the players to coaches to 
the front office. Lots of room for improvement in the season's second 
half. 

 

Brian Hedger 

 

It has been an all-too-common sight for the Blue Jackets this season: a 
defenseman, in this case Seth Jones, digging a puck out of the back of 
the net after it has slipped past a Columbus goaltender, in this case 
Joonas Korpisalo. 

The Blue Jackets’ season might feel like it’s dragging, but that’s only 
because of how it’s gone. 

Two games past the midpoint, with 26 games left, the season is actually 
flying — even if it has been a grind for the Blue Jackets from the start.  

Michael Arace: Are Blue Jackets a playoff team? 

Sitting fifth in the Central Division with a record of 11-12-7, the Blue 
Jackets have brought no joy to Bronzeville — nor the Short North, nor 
German Village, nor the Arena District, where despite a glorious return of 
fans to Nationwide Arena, the Blue Jackets have sputtered. 

The good news is they only trail the Chicago Blackhawks by four points 
for the fourth-and-final playoff spot in the division, while the bad news is 
the Dallas Stars are only five points behind the Jackets, in seventh, and 
have played six fewer games.  

Blue Jackets:  Coach John Tortorella still tinkering, unafraid of criticism 
after tough decisions 

Here’s a midseason report card for the Blue Jackets, who probably would 
be grounded if they brought these grades home to their parents. 

Forwards  

The season began with the Blue Jackets talking about negotiating a 
balance between sound defense and scoring more goals, after they 
finished 27th in the NHL last year at 2.57 goals per game  

It has not gone well. The Jackets are averaging 2.63 goals a game, a 
slight uptick to 24th, but this is not what they had in mind. 

Blue Jackets:  Roslovic producing for Blue Jackets, but still has 'things to 
learn' at center 

Cam Atkinson is having a nice rebound, leading the team with 11 goals, 
but he’s 46th in goals among all NHL players and Oliver Bjorkstrand is 
the only only other player on the roster in double digits, with 10. 

Jack Roslovic’s five goals and 14 assists are a nice boost from the trade 
that sent Pierre-Luc Dubois to Winnipeg, but he’s struggling defensively 
and the Jackets’ main prize in that deal, Patrik Laine, has scored just 
three of his seven goals at even strength. 

Max Domi is heating up, finally, but he’s been a disappointment, and the 
oft-hyped trio of youngsters — Alexandre Texier, Emil Bemstrom and 
Liam Foudy — have combined for only four goals, all scored by Texier in 
the first seven games. The Mikhail Grigorenko experiment has also 
flopped. 

Grade: D 

Defensemen 

The Blue Jackets are last in the NHL with a 46.2% Corsi percentage, 
which gauges even-strength possession time by measuring the 
percentage of attempted shots for each team. 

The statistic incorporates offensive and defensive play, but is heavily 
skewed toward the defensive side for Columbus. While they’ve improved 
lately, the Jackets have simply floundered when the puck is in their end 
of the ice. 

They’ve been hemmed into their own zone by opposing forecheckers far 
too often and have made loads of baffling decisions on attempted exit 
strategies. 

Past games: Blue Jackets miss another opportunity, but feel they're 
turning a corner 
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That fault does not entirely lie with the defensemen, of course, but they 
do have a lot of the responsibility for clearing the defensive zone. All of 
them have struggled, but the most notable are the top four of Seth Jones, 
Zach Werenski, David Savard and Vladislav Gavrikov. 

The Jackets have also struggled with defensive coverages, which 
combined with the exit issues and a dip in goaltending, has led to 
opponents scoring 3.2 goals per game, tied for 23rd in the league. Last 
season, the Jackets tied for third at just 2.61 goals allowed per game. 

Grade: D 

Goaltenders  

Along with defensive depth, the goaltending duo of Elvis Merzlikins and 
Joonas Korpisalo was a big reason the Blue Jackets were confident 
about competing for a playoff spot. 

They were right to feel that way, too, after both goalies had breakout 
performances last season. This year has been more of a struggle. A pair 
of Merzlikins injuries put the onus on Korpisalo to carry the load, but 
neither goalie has been effective. 

Part of it is the amount of time the puck spends in the Jackets’ end, 
which has led to both goalies facing a large number of what the stat-
tracking website NaturalStatTrick.com labels “high-danger scoring 
chances.” And part of it is just a decline in their overall play. 

Analysis: Bemstrom's play improving, but Blue Jackets still need him to 
find his scoring touch 

Among the statistics the site tracks is goals saved above average 
(GSAA), an indicator of goalie performance against the league average; 
neither Columbus netminder is above zero. 

Merzlikins has a minus-0.61 GSAA in 11 appearances and Korpisalo is 
minus-2.51 in 22 outings. Both have made dazzling stops, but neither is 
among the NHL’s best in high-danger situations. Korpisalo’s .804 high-
danger save percentage is 29th among goalies who have played at least 
10 games and Merzikins’ .706 ranks 47th. 

Consider that Korpisalo has faced 148 high-danger chances at even 
strength (6.72 per game) and Merzlikins has faced 51 (4.6 per game), the 
Blue Jackets’ goaltending must improve over the second half of the 
schedule for them to have a serious shot at rejoining the playoff hunt.  

Grade: C- 

Coaching 

Such struggles were supposed to happen to the Blue Jackets last 
season, after losing stars Artemi Panarin, Sergei Bobrovsky and Matt 
Duchene as free agents. 

It didn't, despite a mountain of injuries, because the Jackets’ coaching 
staff shapeshifted their approach around a roster with less firepower and 
new goalies. This year, they’ve had far fewer injuries but a lot more 
headaches. 

Dubois’ lackluster play, which led to the Laine/Roslovic deal, played a big 
role in a poor start and Domi’s inability to handle a top-six center position 
compounded the situation. The defensive struggles are the biggest 
mystery. They have sunk this team into a sticky spot, and coach John 
Tortorella has shouldered the brunt of criticism for it. 

Both special teams have also failed. The Jackets’ power play is mired in 
its usual spot among the worst in the NHL, tied for 25th at 16%, and the 
usually-sound penalty kill is even worse — hobbling along at 72.9% for 
28th in the league.  

The past couple weeks have produced promising results, but the 
coaching staff must find answers to these issues quickly.  

Grade: D 

Front office 

Some moves work out great and others fail miserably. It’s the nature of 
the job for an NHL general manager and the operations staff entrusted to 
assemble a winning team. 

Thus far, nearly every move attempted by GM Jarmo Kekalainen and his 
staff has failed, from acquiring Domi for Josh Anderson — who has 11 
goals for Montreal — to signing Mikhail Grigorenko from the Kontinental 
Hockey League to signing 37-year-old Miiko Koivu, who retired after 
seven games. 

Acquiring Laine and Roslovic for Dubois was remarkable under those 
circumstances, but Laine hasn't looked comfortable in the Blue Jackets’ 
system and Roslovic is still working on becoming a more reliable center.  

Time is running out already, the April 12 trade deadline is approaching 
and it will be interesting to see how quickly Kekalainen pulls the plug if 
the Jackets keep spinning their wheels. 

Grade: D  

Overall 

This has not been not close to the season the Blue Jackets, most media 
analysts and fans expected. It’s been quite the opposite and their 
midterm grade reflects that disappointment. 

Grade: D+ 
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Michael Arace: Blue Jackets face make-or-break week in Central race. 
Bet on them? Neigh. 

 

Michael Arace 

 

The NHL’s Central Division has three thoroughbreds jockeying for the 
lead as the regular season passes the midway point. The three teams 
are the Florida Panthers, the Carolina Hurricanes and the Tampa Bay 
Lightning, with the mighty Lightning being the reigning Stanley Cup 
champions. 

The top four in each division make the playoffs. The Panthers, 
Hurricanes and Lightning are going to win-place-show, in some order, at 
the top of the Central. Go ahead and box the trifecta right now. 

Blue Jackets: Midseason grades put them in jeopardy of missing playoffs 

Through Monday, the Panthers had a goal differential of plus-18, the 
Hurricanes were plus-27 and the Lightning were plus-34. These horses 
have presence. Those are majestic numbers. 

Box the trifecta. Maybe play three tickets, keying a different thoroughbred 
at the top. You’re going to cash. 

The real action is trying to pick who will finish fourth in this race. 

A furlong behind the three leaders is a pack of trotters. In front of this 
second pack are the Chicago Blackhawks — who, in the midst of a 
rebuild, have found some legs behind their driver, Patrick Kane. But right 
now they’re on a road trip that began in Dallas and is coursing through 
Sunrise and Tampa. The trotting is getting tough. 

Right behind the Blackhawks are the Blue Jackets. 

As of Tuesday morning, Chicago (33 points/30 games/minus-6 goal diff) 
was still holding off the Jackets (29/30/minus-19), the Nashville Predators 
(25/29/minus-25) and the Dallas Stars (24/24/plus-5). The Red Wings 
were in eighth and last place, which is where they will remain, unless the 
Jackets or the Predators spit the bit. 
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Let’s take this one horse at a time. The Blackhawks have been a nice 
surprise. Kane is carrying a bunch of kids and they’re all having a ball. 
Duncan Keith can still play. It’s warms the heart to see a team playing 
with such joy — imagine that! — but they’re a shaky bet for the fourth 
playoff spot. 

The question is, who’s going to catch them? There is some smart money 
on the Stars, who made it to the Stanley Cup final in the bubble last fall. 
All things being equal, the Stars ought to be placed in the company with 
the three thoroughbreds. But all things are not equal. 

Because of postponements due to COVID-19, and because much of the 
Texas power grid went down in a snowstorm, the Stars have games in 
hand on every team in the division. And unlike any other team outside of 
the three thoroughbreds, they have a positive goal differential (plus-5). 

I put stock in goal differential. It's an elegant measure of the strength of a 
team. Generally speaking, if you’re a plus team you’re in the playoffs — 
and if you’re not, you’re out. 

The Stars are plus. Yet, in this crazily squeezed, 56-game, pandemic-
addled season, their schedule has been compressed into an agent of 
cruelty. Beginning Tuesday night, the Stars were left with 32 games to 
play over 56 days, including seven back-to-backs. The human body is 
not made to play professional hockey at such a pace. 

The Stars, given their quality, ought to be the fourth playoff team in the 
Central. But if they are, Rick Bowness ought to be coach of the year, and 
all of his players should have free orthopedic surgery for the rest of their 
lives. It’s possible. It’s also an exotic wager. 

The Jackets have a different problem. They’ve played 54% of their 
season and, even if they start playing better — to their credit, they played 
four or five good periods over the weekend — they’ve been too god-awful 
for too long already. 

The Jackets are not playing with joy. Can they catch the happy Chicago 
kids and their MVP Pied Piper sniper? Maybe. Can they hold off Dallas? 
Maybe. Can they do both? Their goal differential is a strong indicator they 
cannot. 

Quite likely, the Jackets’ season hangs in the balance over the next 
week. They’re at Carolina from Thursday-Saturday and they host the 
Hurricanes at Nationwide on Monday-Wednesday. 

The ’Canes were plus-27 before their game in Detroit on Tuesday. The 
Jackets are taking a minus-19 into Raleigh. That’s a 46-goal swing in 
differential over half of a 56-game season. It’s the difference between a 
Grade 1 stakes contender and a Standardbred with a cart behind it. 

Either this Jackets team is as good as management says it is, and the 
coaching staff can’t get the best out of it, or it’s as good as its record says 
it is, and one has to question management’s handling of the roster. 

This is the week when the thing tilts one way or the other. Neigh. 
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Lightning’s Victor Hedman separates himself at his position 

On Tuesday, he became the first defenseman in franchise history to 
reach 500 career points. 

 

By Eduardo A. Encina 

 

TAMPA — Lightning defenseman Victor Hedman might be having his 
best season yet, and that’s saying something given the consistency the 
consensus Norris Trophy contender has shown in recent years. 

Tuesday, Hedman celebrated a major milestone. His assist on Steven 
Stamkos’ power-play goal in the third period of a 4-3 victory over the 
Stars gave Hedman 500 career points. He became the first defenseman 
and just the fifth player in team history to reach that mark. 

Over the past five seasons, no NHL defenseman been more productive 
offensively than Hedman. His 0.85 points per game since 2016-17 is 
higher than than any other player at the position. His 27 points this 
season lead all defensemen. 

Whether it’s quarterbacking the power play, jumping into a play or setting 
up a teammate, Hedman’s offensive mindset is rare for a defenseman. 
He continues to make a huge impact defensively, as well. 

“I don’t know how to say it, but Heddy in the last few years has really 
grown into a complete player,” Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “And to 
me, he’s one of the best, if not the best defenseman in the league. And 
he shows it night in and night out at such a tough position to play. And to 
watch these guys hit milestones, it’s really gratifying.” 

After coming up empty during Monday’s loss to Nashville (of his seven 
shots, two missed the net and two others were blocked), Hedman joked 
that he went into Tuesday’s game looking to contribute more as a 
distributor. 

 “Looking at the last game, I felt like it wasn’t going to be from a goal,” 
Hedman said with a smile. “So it’s a good thing I passed the puck 
(Tuesday).” 

With the Lightning nursing a one-goal lead midway through the third 
period, Hedman flipped a backhand pass to Brayden Point from the near 
boards just inside the blue line. Point skated toward the slot, drawing 
attention from the Stars’ penalty killers and passed to Stamkos in the left 
circle. 

Stamkos turned down a shot, flicking the puck back out to Hedman at the 
point, and Hedman returned a touch pass to Stamkos for a one-timer that 
beat Dallas goaltender Jake Oettinger top shelf. 

ONE-TIMER! 

Steven Stamkos finds the back of the net off a pass from Victor Hedman! 
Heddy now has 500 career points! 

Watch the Bolts FOX Sports Go: https://t.co/0eJ6abNKzc #GoBolts 
pic.twitter.com/dvtoiDrnYy 

— FOX Sports Bolts (@FOXSportsBolts) March 17, 2021 

“Obviously, good things happen when you’re trying to find 91 (Stamkos) 
for a one-timer,” Hedman said. “And we had a lot of good looks on that 
power play, we got some zone time, and it felt like it was just a matter of 
time before we scored. It was a good play by Pointer, first of all, he gave 
it to Stammer, he gave it to me and I gave it straight back to him. 

“It means we’ve been going at it for a long time to get that milestone, but 
it means a lot,” Hedman continued. “It’s very special, and it’s one of those 
things that you don’t really pay attention to until it’s close. It’s one of 
those things that I put pressure on myself ... to be one of those guys that 
produces offensively.” 

Hedman became the 11th active defenseman to accumulate 500 career 
points and the fourth quickest active defenseman, needing just 790 
games to reach the milestone. Only four other Lightning players — all 
forwards — have more points than Hedman: Marty St. Louis (953), 
Vincent Lecavalier (874), Stamkos (859) and Nikita Kucherov (547). 

“I’ve seen that kid get a lot of points, and some big ones,” Cooper said. 
“So 500 points for (anyone) — first of all, 500 games, is a lot, 500 of 
anything is quite a milestone. And how apropos that it comes off a one-
timer from Stammer, his buddy. So, it’s pretty cool how it all played out.” 
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Lightning road trip diary: NHL travel isn’t what rookie Cal Foote expected 

 

By Joe Smith Mar 17, 2021  

  

Throughout the season, Lightning players will periodically give The 
Athletic‘s subscribers an inside look at what life is like on the road in 
2021. COVID-19 protocols have made a significant impact on travel, with 
players and staff being told not to leave the hotel other than for practices 
and games, leading teams to find unique new ways to bond and kill their 
boredom. Blake Coleman wrote the first entry last month, talking about 
the team’s Super Bowl party and more.  

In this month’s diary, rookie defenseman Cal Foote provides a different 
perspective. Foote, son of former NHLer Adam Foote, has developed 
into a regular on the blue line. He’s used to riding buses in the AHL the 
past couple years, but the NHL road trips so far have not been what he 
likely expected. Foote takes us through his routine, from listening to 
dance music to walks in the Windy City and FaceTimes with family.  

I didn’t know what to expect for road trips this year. The only NHL trips I 
had been on were during preseason, to either Nashville or Carolina, and 
it was a quick day trip where you didn’t stay over. This year, it’s pretty 
similar to juniors and the AHL where you’re in the hotel, but it’s different 
because there are no roommates and you can’t hang out with guys in 
rooms other than during meals. 

In the AHL, we pretty much bussed everywhere other than Charlotte, so 
it’s pretty cool to be able to go on a charter, my first time doing that. That 
definitely feels pretty special. And for a guy my size (6-foot-4), it’s a huge 
difference. You don’t have to show up to the airport until 30 minutes 
before, every seat is first class. You definitely feel fortunate. 

I used to hear my dad tell stories about traveling in the NHL. He was the 
guy that played cards and would say it’s usually a time for the team to 
bond and grow together. It’s tougher for us because we can’t hang out or 
go to a nice restaurant or lunch on off days. Unless you want to go for a 
walk, that’s all we can do. 

Right now, I’m sitting in the same row as fellow rookie Ross Colton. I 
usually listen to music and play some games on my phone. It depends on 
the day, sometimes I’ll put on some country, other days it’s more pop or 
dance. I’ll just make a playlist from Apple Music. Or I’ll play card games 
on my phone, recently it’s been euchre, sometimes it’s poker, but usually 
against the computer. 

The team lounge or meal room is mostly where guys hang out. There’s 
usually 2-3 guys at each table, it’s pretty spread out with social 
distancing. Each place has a TV going. We’re always wearing a mask 
unless eating or drinking. Sometimes I’ll sit with the rookies, sometimes 
I’ll mix it up. 

My favorite meal I’ve had so far is when we had chicken marsala in 
Chicago. I haven’t done UberEats yet, but I know guys can order out as 
long as it’s contactless delivery. 

The team meal room at the Westin Book Cadillac in Detroit. (Courtesy of 
Lightning) 

There’s a players lounge, which has a bunch of TVs. Some guys play 
cards or video games. I haven’t hung out there much, I usually go from 
the meal room straight back to my room and hang out. 

I like to nap on most days, especially on game days. On off days and 
practice days, I usually FaceTime a lot of people. One is my brother, 
Nolan (former Lightning first-rounder now with Devils AHL team). We talk 
at least once a day, a couple times a day. His schedule is pretty similar to 
mine. I’ll call my parents every night to say hi to them. I’ll check in with 
some old teammates and good friends. 

Nolan is in Binghamton, it’s exciting to see him play pro this year. He’s 
playing well. He just needs to build his confidence up, and it would be 
cool to see him play in some NHL games this year. I’m just really proud 
of him. Sometime we start talking hockey but we talk about literally 
everything, from old memories growing up playing together, stuff from the 
summer. 

I’m terrible with TV shows. I’ll start something but won’t finish it. When I 
do turn on TV, it’s usually NHL Network. I’m pretty boring. One show I 
actually liked was a season of “Prison Break.” I also watched “Game of 
Thrones,” it was one of the few I finished. It was too good, I was hooked. 

It’s been a whole year now just quarantining, staying alone and stuff. 
Mentally, I feel like a lot of the guys, if not everyone, has gotten used to 
it. Pretty much everyone was in the bubble. They were in there for the 
longest time and had success. They know how to handle this, and they 
are guys that us young guys can look up to and ask for advice. 

It’s been a different year, but you make the most of it. I went on a couple 
walks in Chicago just to get fresh air and explore. I went with Ross, 
“Gibby” (Chris Gibson). It’s such an awesome place, but you can’t really 
go and enjoy it. 

Maybe next year. 

When we’re home, I live in an apartment on Harbour Island. It’s a great 
spot, you can walk to the rink from there. I’ve been there since the end of 
January. It’s always a great feeling when the team tells you that you can 
move out of the hotel — you’re staying. I haven’t done a lot of decorating 
yet, just have all the furniture and things you need. 

My parents came into town for my debut, which was special. It’s tough 
because I couldn’t see them face to face. But it was still nice to have 
them here. 

The way you have to look at it is that every day in the NHL is a good one. 
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LeBrun: Can the Lightning win back-to-back Stanley Cups? Their own 
GM, and the last GM to do it, think so 

 

By Pierre LeBrun Mar 17, 2021  

 

There are moments that stay with you. 

One of them is watching the Pittsburgh Penguins win their second 
consecutive Stanley Cup in June 2017 and leaving the rink that night 
thinking this: Will a team ever do it again? 

The Penguins, of course, are the only back-to-back champs in the NHL’s 
15-year salary cap era and there’s a reason for that. 

The cap has spread out the talent throughout the league. The parity has 
never been greater. You can make strong cases for 6-8 teams to win it 
all, if not more some years. 

It’s damn hard to win it once, never mind twice in a row. 

Between the ability to keep your core roster intact and those same 
players finding the energy levels to go deep twice, it’s beyond difficult. 

Can the Tampa Bay Lightning pull it off? We asked the man who was GM 
of that back-to-back champion in Pittsburgh. 

“What you look for is whether they have enough juice, do they have 
enough energy to do it two years in a row, and do they want to do it?” 
Former Penguins GM Jim Rutherford said Tuesday. “If you’re a GM or a 
coach, those are the things you’re always watching. Are they going to get 
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worn out or not? There’s the obvious, too, do they have the players, the 
pieces still to do it? The answer to that is, yes they do. 

“They have the best goalie in the league, they have the best defenseman 
in the league. And they have a number of impact players that you need to 
step up in critical times of a game. And they have the supporting cast.’’ 

So, in short, it’s a thumbs up from Rutherford. 

Rutherford also thinks highly of Tampa Bay GM Julien BriseBois and 
head coach Jon Cooper, another reason he’s a believer. 

There are few GMs in the league more well-read than BriseBois, who 
devours books of all kinds and pours over data looking for any edge. No 
question he’s examined Pittsburgh’s back-to-back feat to glean any info 
he can. 

“I think the only trait that matters is that both years when Pittsburgh won, 
they were a really good team with really good players,’’ BriseBois said 
this week. “So are we right now. So was St. Louis last year and the year 
before, and so was Washington the year they won and the year after.’’ 

Someone recently asked BriseBois why he thought it was so hard to win 
back-to-back titles. 

“I said ‘Well, it’s really hard to win the first one.’ The odds are against you 
to win the first one to begin with and now you’re asking the same 
organization to beat the odds twice.” 

But the Bolts are well-positioned to do it. They’ve stormed out of the 
gates. They look as confident as ever. 

It reminds me so much of the Penguins in 2016-17 trying to defend their 
title. They truly believed all season long they could repeat. 

“Oh, we felt it all year,’’ Rutherford said. “We felt strong about our team. 
We came off from that Cup run in ’16 with high confidence. We were able 
to keep most of the players for ’17. But it’s harder to win. It’s harder to 
win every game. Everybody wants to beat the Stanley Cup champs. 
That’s going to be the test for Tampa. But they have the group that’s 
capable of doing it.” 

It’s two-fold. Do you have the players still, and do your players have the 
same hunger? Checkmark on both for the Lightning. 

“You want to be a team that believes it has a chance entering the 
season,’’ BriseBois said. “From my conversations with various players 
leading up to training camp, to a man, everyone seemed really hungry to 
chase another championship. It’s one thing to be a Stanley Cup winner, 
it’s another to be a two-time Stanley Cup winner.” 

There’s a certain mindset that’s needed. There are some teams who win 
the Cup that you can just tell the following year they’re still living off that 
glow. The same hunger isn’t there. The willingness to sacrifice at that 
level just isn’t quite high enough. 

“You have to remember how hard it is to win and also remember that you 
have to work to get your breaks,” Rutherford said. “That’s what Tampa 
has been doing. I like how Tampa has played, coming right out and being 
one of the top teams all year long. They’re all business.” 

So far the required buy-in is there from Tampa Bay. 

“We’re a team that legitimately aspires to winning a championship this 
year and that’s what we’re chasing right now,” said BriseBois. “We’re 
trying to secure a playoff spot, that’s the first step towards winning a 
Stanley Cup is making the playoffs.” 

And there are other incentives. For starters, winning a Cup in a bubble 
with no fans wasn’t a normal experience. 

“Our families weren’t there, our owner wasn’t there, our fans weren’t 
there, we didn’t get to bring the Cup home in the offseason to our 
hometowns. There were a lot of things that were different,” BriseBois 
said. “Those are all added incentives to work on trying to win another 
one.” 

The fact of the matter is, when BriseBois paid high prices a year ago at 
the trade deadline for Blake Coleman and Barclay Goodrow, he had two 
playoff runs in mind with those moves, not one. Both those players are 
signed through the end of this season and that was the point of it all. 

Which is important to remember because the Bolts are totally capped out 
now and figure not to be too busy ahead of the deadline this time around. 

“We did our shopping a year ago,” BriseBois said, not that he’s not 
making calls. “Your work is never done, but our ability to do anything is 
severely compromised by the fact we don’t have any cap space. We 
made decisions in the offseason and we went into the season knowing 
full well that these were the players we were going to have. And I like 
these players. They’re a good group of players. I have total faith in them. 
And I knew I wouldn’t have any cap space for us to do anything to correct 
course in-season.” 

Unless, as BriseBois noted, the Lightning have another long-term injury 
before the deadline which obviously they hope isn’t the case. But that’s 
the only way to free up cap space. 

“We also knew that our late-season addition would be (Nikita) Kucherov 
joining the team at some point during the playoffs,’’ BriseBois said. 

Indeed, the return of Kucherov will be huge. They’ll finally have Kucherov 
and Steven Stamkos in the lineup at the same time, the Bolts captain 
missing out on the Cup run last summer albeit for one rather famous 
return in the final which lasted 2:47 over five shifts and produced a goal. 

In the meantime, BriseBois will keep an eye on things heading into the 
April 12 deadline but it’s going to be mighty tough. 

Anything would have to be cap dollar out, cap dollar in. Which isn’t 
impossible but it’s atypical of the trade deadline when sellers normally 
don’t take back much on the cap. Hence the word sellers. I mean, when 
contenders are adding, they tend not to want to lose any roster players 
but simply add to it. So under that scenario, the cap won’t let Tampa do 
that. 

And teams in this new flat cap environment are holding their cap space 
like never before. It’s a new reality out there right now during this 
pandemic year. 

Plus, it’s not always a given that adding at the deadline is the right move. 

“When you bring in a player at the deadline, you don’t know how long it 
will take for the chemistry to come together,” BriseBois said. “We were 
somewhat struggling with consistency after the deadline last season. 
Everybody is trying to figure out where they now fit. The pause was good 
for us last spring. Will probably be even more of a challenge in this 
environment with all the limitations on interaction amongst players. The 
use of multiple locker rooms and buses, etc.” 

As our Lightning beat writer Joe Smith examined last weekend, the 
Lightning will once again have salary cap gymnastics to perform this 
summer. 

Which is fine. Those are the headaches GMs can live with if it means 
contending. 

Or in Tampa Bay’s case, perhaps winning back-to-back Stanley Cups. 
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Chicago Blackhawks defensemen Nikita Zadorov and Ian Mitchell bring 
different elements to the team. But do they complement each other? 

 

By PHIL THOMPSON CHICAGO TRIBUNE |MAR 17, 2021 AT 7:18 PM 
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When Florida Panthers defenseman Radko Gudas leveled Chicago 
Blackhawks forward Carl Soderberg Saturday in the hockey equivalent of 
a “decleater,” Hawks defenseman Nikita Zadorov was in Gudas’ face 
moments later. 

The confrontation didn’t escalate to a traditional goon fight, but the 
implied message was clear: Gudas or one of his teammates might get lit 
up — if not during that game, then in a future game. 

At 6-foot-6 and 235 pounds, Zadorov has the weight — literally and 
figuratively — to carry out such a threat. It’s a presence that hasn’t 
always existed on recent Hawks rosters; their forwards and even some 
defensemen have been known more for being small and fast than big 
and bruising. 

“I’m not sure if it’s a role, it’s just who I am inside,” Zadorov said 
Wednesday. “I feel like when your teammate gets run over — I think it 
was a clean hit definitely, but you still have to go up there. 

“It’s a hockey play, (but) you’ve got to let the person know, you’ve got to 
step up for your teammates. That’s what you do. That’s how you create 
this relationship inside the team. That’s how you win the hockey game.” 

Zadorov is one of the Hawks’ younger blue liners. They aren’t limited to 
defined roles, but tendencies have emerged: 

Adam Boqvist has gotten better keeping his gap on skaters, but his 
offense is still ahead of his defense. 

Lucas Carlsson and Nicolas Beaudin have each played 12 games and 
simply are trying to establish themselves as regulars, though Beaudin 
has two goals and three assists. 

Ian Mitchell has the potential for a strong overall game, but there are 
times when his inexperience and inconsistency show. 

Zadorov is a hitter, for certain, but he’s not the offensive weapon he has 
said he would like to be. 

In the most recent games, Zadorov and Mitchell have been paired to see 
how well they complement each other. In limited action, they have the 
third fewest goals-against per 60 minutes (1.94) among Hawks pairs who 
have played at least 50 minutes this season. 

Here’s how they evaluate themselves and each other. 

Nikita Zadorov 

During a homestand against Tampa Bay earlier this month, Zadorov was 
asked about the Lightning’s offensive-minded defensemen, and he let out 
a laugh. 

“I’m not Victor Hedman, right?” he said. “If you put me on the Lightning, 
I’m not going to put up as many points as he does.” 

Despite that moment of self-awareness, he brings other things to the 
table. 

“We’re focused mostly on how he defends,” Hawks coach Jeremy 
Colliton said. “That’s how he’s going to bring the most value to the team. 
Everyone wants to contribute offensively and certainly moving the puck 
efficiently and getting pucks to the net on the offensive blue line, that’s 
always welcome. But he’s here to defend and be hard to play against and 
physical and box out around the net.” 

Blackhawks defenseman Nikita Zadorov checks Hurricanes center 
Morgan Geekie during the second period Feb. 2, 2021, at the United 
Center. 

Through 30 games, Zadorov ranks sixth in the league with 101 hits. 

“I think he’s been improving as the year goes on. And his puck plays 
have improved as well,” Colliton said. “We’re still helping him and 
working with consistency, game to game. But we need him. He’s another 
guy that you’d love to observe how he responds to these types of 
challenges.” 

Zadorov said he’s been gaining confidence within the Hawks’ system, 
learning his teammates’ tendencies — regardless of who he’s paired with 
— and doing a better job maintain his gap as a defender. 

“Now it’s all about just do whatever I can to help my team win, so I think 
that’s the biggest goal for us right now, for the whole team,” he said. 

Ian Mitchell 

Mitchell sat out two games against the Dallas Stars so the rookie could 
get a bird’s-eye view of the game as a spectator and go over clips of his 
play and that of others with Colliton. 

“It allowed me to see that there’s a lot more time out there than maybe it 
feels like at times,” Mitchell said. “When you sit from above, it seems a lot 
easier than it is at ice level. I watched a lot of Murph (Connor Murphy) 
and Duncs (Duncan Keith) and Cal (Calvin de Haan) just to see how they 
played. That was really helpful for me just to see their poise and their 
presence with the puck. 

“That’s something that I was kind of getting away from me in Tampa 
there,” he said. 

Blackhawks defenseman Ian Mitchell is called for hooking against the 
Lightning's Erik Cernak on March 5, 2021, at the United Center. 

During the three games against the Lightning at the United Center, 
Mitchell had a minus-2 rating and committed penalties that led to power-
play goals in back-to-back games. The Lightning were going at him, 
particularly with big forwards such as Aleksander Barkov. 

“Jeremy kind of put it best: He said I went from hunting to being the 
hunted,” Mitchell said. “For most of the year I thought I’ve been getting 
really comfortable, but that break was really good for me to reset. I think 
I’ve rebounded well the last two games.” 

He has been paired with Zadorov, who at 25 is three years older than 
Mitchell and understands the fits and starts of playing a nuanced position 
at such a young age. 

“Your whole career is a roller coaster,” Zadorov said. “Sometimes you 
have a bad game, sometimes you have a good game. Sometimes you 
need a break to take a look at a game from upstairs; it helps. I had it 
before when I was young; I was getting scratched and all that. 

“I think he took it a really good way.” 

Zadorov said he has enjoyed being paired with Mitchell. 

“He’s a first-year guy, but on the ice it doesn’t feel like you’re playing with 
a first-year guy,” Zadorov said. “He gets in the battle, he gets in the 
scrums, he tries to close quick in the D-zone, plays hard, he has a good 
offensive IQ, he can make plays.” 

For Mitchell, the feeling is mutual. 

“Z’s a big body so he’s really good at breaking up the cycle down low and 
I can swoop in and pick up loose pucks that are laying there around his 
feet,” Mitchell said. “I really like playing with him. He’s got a great gap a 
lot of the time too. … I’m just trying to complement Z as much as I can 
here.” 
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Jonathan Toews update: Stan Bowman says Blackhawks captain ‘seems 
in good spirits’ 

The Blackhawks’ GM did not speculate about a potential return. “We 
want him to be feeling great ... to be back to himself. I don’t think he’s 
quite there yet, but hopefully he will be soon.” 

 

By Mark Potash Mar 17, 2021, 7:09pm CDT 



 

CAROLINA HURRICANES 
NEWS CLIPPINGS • March 18, 2021 

 

 

Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman said center Jonathan Toews 
“is not really ready to play hockey” but “seems in good spirits” and is 
hopeful that Toews will be “back to himself” soon. 

Speaking on a live edition of the team’s podcast via Zoom with Adam 
Burish and Carter Baum, Bowman did not address Toews’ return to the 
team. The longtime Hawks captain has not played this season after the 
team announced he was “experiencing symptoms” that left him “drained 
and lethargic.” Toews has not spoken publicly about his ailment. 

The podcast featured questions from fans, and the most frequently asked 
question was about Toews’ health, Baum said. 

“I have corresponded with Jonathan on a couple of occasions . . . to 
make sure he knows we’re thinking of him, but also not to bother him too 
much,” Bowman said. “He’s been great about getting back to me and 
staying in touch. 

“I think he’s been following our team closely. I don’t have much of an 
update . . . obviously he’s not back with us, so he’s not really ready to 
play hockey. But he seems in good spirits, and I know he’s liking 
watching the team and the way that we’ve [started] the season. 

“For the most part, it’s been all positives from that.” 

Toews and the Hawks announced Dec. 29 that the star was experiencing 
those symptoms. Bowman has since clarified that those symptoms had 
been present for months, potentially as far back as the August 2020 
playoffs. 

“I’m in the same category as everyone — we want him to be feeling 
great, not only to help our team but to be back to himself,” Bowman said. 
“And I don’t think he’s quite there yet, but hopefully he will be soon.” 

Toews made his first public appearance since last season March 9, albeit 
not live or in person. 

The Hawks posted a 24-second video Toews took of himself 
congratulating longtime teammate Patrick Kane on his 1,000th career 
NHL game, one of numerous videos recorded by various hockey greats 
congratulating Kane. 

“You’ve hit a few milestones lately, but this is a big one,” Toews said in 
the video. “Wish I was there to celebrate with you. See you soon, man.” 
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Ian Mitchell gets a chance to show Lightning reflexes 

The Blackhawks rookie defenseman was benched for two games after a 
tough series against the Lightning earlier in March. The rematches 
Thursday night and Saturday will be an opportunity to see how well he 
learns. “It’s great timing,” he said. 

 

By Mark Potash Mar 17, 2021, 3:58pm CDT 

 

Blackhawks defenseman Nikita Zadorov likes playing with Ian Mitchell 
because he doesn’t feel like he’s carrying the rookie on his back. 

“He’s a first-year guy, but on the ice, it doesn’t feel like you’re playing 
with a first-year guy,” Zadorov said. “He gets in the battle. He gets in 
scrums. He tries to close quick in the D-zone. Plays hard. He has a good 
offensive IQ. He can make plays. It’s enjoyable.” 

But inevitably, there are times when Mitchell looks like a rookie, and it 
was no surprise that his inexperience was exposed against the best team 
in the NHL. Mitchell’s tough series against the Lightning in the first week 

of March earned him his first NHL demotion — a healthy scratch in the 
two-game series against the Stars. 

“Definitely humbling,” Mitchell, 22, said. “What I learned is that when 
things start to go bad, you can’t let it snowball, and you’ve got to find a 
way to stop it and get it moving in the other direction. Just try to make a 
simple play that would just start to get that good feeling for me — 
whether it’s a breakout pass or having a good gap, forcing a dump. Just 
trying not to let the errors compound, and all of a sudden you’re way in 
over your head and can’t get out of it.” 

Mitchell has generally acquitted himself well in his first NHL season as 
coach Jeremy Colliton has allowed him to learn the hard way. That has 
happened often for the 2017 second-round draft pick but usually against 
top-tier competition. He has two goals and four assists and a minus-7 
differential in 28 games with an average ice time of 15:27. 

Even Colliton’s benching of Mitchell was more management than 
punishment. And Mitchell took advantage of the two-game break to 
literally see the game from a different perspective in the press box, 
focusing on veterans Duncan Keith, Connor Murphy and Calvin de Haan. 

“It allowed me to see that there’s a lot more time out there than maybe it 
feels like at times,” Mitchell said. “When you sit from above, it seems a lot 
easier than it is at ice level. 

“I watched a lot of Murphy, Duncan and Calvin just to see how they 
played. That was really helpful for me just to see their poise and their 
presence with the puck. That’s something that was kind of getting away 
from me against Tampa Bay. 

“Jeremy put it best — he said I went from hunting to being the hunted. 
For most of the year, I’ve been getting really comfortable, but that break 
was really good for me to reset. I think I’ve rebounded well the last two 
games [against the Panthers].” 

Mitchell already looks like a keeper. Now the Hawks will see how well he 
learns and adjusts to the elite level of play in the NHL — and perhaps get 
an indication of just how high Mitchell’s ceiling is. 

The Hawks (14-11-5) begin a two-game series against the Lightning on 
Thursday night at Amalie Arena in Tampa. It’s a perfect opportunity for 
Mitchell to show he’s learning from his rookie mistakes. The second 
game is Saturday, also at Amalie Arena. 

“It’s great timing,” Mitchell said. “I’ve always set high goals, and I want to 
be the best player I can be. To get right out there against arguably the 
best team is really exciting, and it’s a great chance for me to improve and 
get to that top level. So I’m really excited for it.” 
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Mental lapses costing Blackhawks at inopportune times 

Blackhawks defenseman Ian Mitchell says "little mental lapses" have hurt 
the team lately. 

 

John Dietz 

 

Momentum is a funny thing in sports. 

When you have it, it feels like nothing can go wrong. 

But lose it and a slow trickle of issues often leads to an avalanche of 
problems. 

The Blackhawks have experienced the latter far too often the past month, 
and it's led to a series of losses that may cost them a playoff spot. 
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"We're playing good teams," coach Jeremy Colliton said after practice 
Wednesday ahead of back-to-back games against the 20-6-2 Lightning. 
"They're pushing us, so we need to get better." 

"We're learning right now how not to lose," Ian Mitchell said. 

Sage words from a rookie D-man with only 28 games under his belt -- 
because that's exactly what is happening. 

The Hawks -- who are far exceeding expectations -- are out-executing 
and out-hustling more talented teams for good portions of these games 
they've blown. 

But then they'll take a penalty. Which leads to a power-play goal. 

Or they'll take their foot off the gas for just a few seconds at the wrong 
time. Which leads to a goal. 

Then momentum flips and they can't get it back. 

"Those things don't happen to the best teams," Mitchell said. "They don't 
have those little mental lapses for however long it might be. That's what's 
killing us. We're still learning from it." 

A quick look at the carnage: 

• Think back to the 6-5 loss to Columbus at the United Center March 11 
when the Blue Jackets scored twice in the last three minutes. Those are 
the goals everyone remembers, but the momentum shifted after Matthew 
Highmore was whistled for interference. Columbus then scored on the 
power play to trim the Hawks' lead to 4-3. 

• On March 4, the Hawks dominated Tampa Bay for two periods and led 
2-0. But the Lightning struck twice in the first three minutes of the third -- 
the first goal coming short-handed when Colliton said his team was 
playing at "70%." 

• Three nights later, the Hawks led Tampa 3-0 but then surrendered 6 
unanswered goals, 4 on the power play. Brandon Hagel was called for 
hooking 29 seconds after Pius Suter made it 3-0 at 3:11 of the second. 
Mitchell (hooking) and Mattias Janmark (high sticking) also took penalties 
that lead to PP goals. 

• On Monday, the Hawks led Florida 3-1 after Hagel scored at 13:02 of 
the second period. One minute later, Alex DeBrincat was in the box for 
tripping. Fifty-six seconds after that, Aaron Ekblad scored to make it 3-2. 
Then came the botched faceoff in the offensive zone with the Hawks 
beginning a power play, which led to Aleksander Barkov's game-winner 
with 6:34 remaining. 

There's 8 standings points that have gotten away from the 14-11-5 
Hawks. 

"Sometimes the team with more character wins," said defenseman Nikita 
Zadorov. "I feel like Florida is really good at it. They bear down, they 
keep playing their game no matter what the score was ... they got their 
momentum, scored a few goals on us and we didn't respond at the right 
time." 

Learning how to respond comes with experience, something Florida, 
Tampa Bay and Carolina have in spades. 

Meanwhile, the Hawks are filled with players who -- like Mitchell said -- 
are learning how not to lose. Hagel, Highmore, Mitchell, Suter, Philipp 
Kurashev, Adam Boqvist, Nicolas Beaudin and Lucas Carlsson are just 
getting their feet wet at this level. Remember, too, that Dominik Kubalik, 
Dylan Strome, David Kampf and DeBrincat have yet to play on a 
consistent winner. 

Goalies Kevin Lankinen and Malcolm Subban are up and down as well. 

"It all comes from experience," Zadorov said. "We have a young team. 
Give those guys some credit -- we have six, seven rookies and those 
guys are competing every day, working hard, and they do whatever the 
coach is asking them to do. We're doing great this year." 

Let's not give a free pass to the veterans, though. Duncan Keith took 
what Colliton called a "terrible penalty" in the first period of Tuesday's 
loss, and Patrick Kane made mistakes at both ends of the ice on that 
costly short-handed tally. 

Now it's about everyone getting on the same page and managing the 
game, especially when the Hawks are leading. It's a hurdle Colliton 
believes will eventually be cleared. 

"This is great for our team, to be tested here," he said. "It's gonna make 
us better once we come through it. You've got to welcome adversity. 

"If ... no, when we do respond and improve, that improvement can carry 
us straight through to the end." 
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How Hawks, Blues rivalry exploded on St. Patrick's Day 1991 

 

BY TORI RUBINSTEIN 

 

If you’ve been paying attention for the last, oh, 50-plus years, you know 
there’s a rich narrative between the Blackhawks and the St. Louis Blues 
— and not a cordial one either. 

But one game stands alone as the most cold-blooded meeting in the 
rivalry’s history. 

On St. Patrick’s Day 1991, the Blues and Blackhawks met in a Norris 
Division matchup that saw each team prepared to fight for the President’s 
Trophy. Literally. Like, to the death. 

In the brutal affair, 12 players were ejected, 278 penalty minutes were 
served (24 minor, 12 major and 17 misconduct penalties, to be exact), 
and three players were eventually suspended for their roles in what 
would be called the St. Patrick’s Day Massacre. 

30 years later, the St. Patrick’s Day Massacre is a — if not THE — 
defining moment in Blackhawks-Blues history, though there have been 
plenty of bitter contests since. In game 2 of a 2014 playoff series, Brent 
Seabrook laid a dangerous hit on Blues captain David Backes that led to 
a three-game suspension and league-wide uproar over a player, believed 
to have been Duncan Keith, who taunted the clearly injured Backes, 
shouting “Wakey, Wakey, Backes!” after the hit. In 1993, Goaltender Ed 
Belfour trashed the visitors' locker room after the Blues completed a four-
game sweep of the Hawks in the division semifinals. 

Hockey fans will never see a clash like this again, but man, is it fun to 
reminisce on the beginnings of one of the most illustrated rivalries in all of 
hockey. 
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Blackhawks roster projections: How do Jonathan Toews, Dylan Strome, 
Lukas Reichel fit in 2021-22? 

 

By Mark Lazerus and Scott Powers Mar 17, 2021  

 

The here and now matters. 

Trying to beat Tampa Bay on Thursday matters. Making it through a 
brutal March schedule in position to take advantage of a seven-game 
mid-April stretch against the Blue Jackets, Red Wings and Predators 
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matters. Reaching the playoffs and getting the chance to go up against 
an elite team in a seven-game series matters. 

But what really matters to the Blackhawks as an organization is next 
year. The year after that. And the year after that. Even with the inevitable 
March regression, they’re more competitive than anyone expected them 
to be this season. But that doesn’t change the big picture, the one laid 
out in October when the Blackhawks openly declared themselves in the 
midst of a rebuild. Simply put, next year is more important than this year. 

So what will the Blackhawks look like in the fall of 2021? Even just six 
months out, it’s hard to know for sure. There are so many variables — 
the April 12 trade deadline, the July 21 Seattle expansion draft, free 
agency in a flat-cap world, Lukas Reichel’s trajectory, Jonathan Toews’ 
health. 

Let’s take a look at the most likely scenario — and all the other options 
that exist: 

Most likely lineup (with Jonathan Toews) 

Alex DeBrincat – Kirby Dach – Patrick Kane 

Dominik Kubalik – Jonathan Toews – Brandon Hagel 

Philipp Kurashev – Dylan Strome – Pius Suter 

Mattias Janmark – David Kampf – Ryan Carpenter 

Extra: Alex Nylander 

Duncan Keith – Ian Mitchell 

Calvin de Haan – Connor Murphy 

Nikita Zadorov – Adam Boqvist 

Extra: Nicolas Beaudin 

Kevin Lankinen 

Malcolm Subban 

Explainer: The Blackhawks don’t seem likely to tweak too much of their 
lineup next season as things stand now. You add in Toews and Dach, 
and that could be enough of a difference. The Blackhawks will lose 
someone in the expansion draft, but it’s possible Seattle takes a role 
player or someone the Blackhawks simply don’t re-sign. Hagel, Suter, 
Nylander and Kampf are restricted free agents after this season, but 
none of them will cost too much. Zadorov’s contract is the question mark. 
Do the Blackhawks qualify him at $3.2 million? Janmark would also need 
to be re-signed. Beaudin is listed as the seventh defenseman, but he 
could take someone’s spot or be in the AHL. It really depends on his 
development. 

Without Toews 

DeBrincat – Dach – Kane 

Lukas Reichel – Suter – Kubalik 

Kurashev – Strome – Hagel 

Janmark – Kampf – Carpenter 

Extra: Nylander 

Keith – Mitchell 

de Haan – Murphy 

Zadorov – Boqvist 

Extra: Beaudin 

Explainer: The Blackhawks still hope and seem to expect Toews will 
return at some point, but the truth is we still don’t know if he is returning 
next season. If he doesn’t, that obviously changes the outlook. If he’s out 
of the mix, it’s possible the Blackhawks would accelerate Reichel’s 
timetable. He seems like he’s NHL ready now. Where Nylander fits into 

the picture will be interesting, too. He was going to be given another 
large opportunity this season before his surgery. Will he be given the 
same next year? 

Seattle takes de Haan 

DeBrincat – Dach – Kane 

Kubalik – Toews – Hagel 

Kurashev – Strome – Suter 

Janmark – Kampf – Carpenter 

Extra: Nylander 

Keith – Mitchell 

Zadorov – Murphy 

Beaudin – Boqvist 

Extra: Lucas Carlsson 

Explainer: Projecting the expansion draft today, it would seem logical for 
the Blackhawks to expose de Haan and for the Kraken to select him. 
That would definitely open a spot for Beaudin, Carlsson or Wyatt 
Kalynuk, but it would also test how many undersized defensemen the 
Blackhawks want in their lineup. The Blackhawks will have to decide at 
some point which defensemen are in their plans and which aren’t. 

Trading Strome 

DeBrincat – Dach – Kane 

Kubalik – Toews – Hagel 

Nylander – Suter – Kurashev 

Janmark – Kampf – Carpenter 

Extra: Highmore 

Keith – Mitchell 

de Haan – Murphy 

Zadorov – Boqvist 

Extra: Beaudin 

Explainer: Where does Dylan Strome fit in the Blackhawks’ big picture? 
Do Stan Bowman and Jeremy Colliton see him as the long-term answer 
at No. 3 center behind Toews and Dach, or do they see Kurashev or 
Suter as that guy? Can Strome adapt to life on the wing or life without 
DeBrincat on his line? So far, he’s struggled to do both of those things. 
Strome is one of the more productive Blackhawks, with 97 points in 135 
games, he’s just 24, and he’s signed at a good price — just a $3 million 
cap hit through next season. He’s worth keeping. But Dach has 
essentially taken his spot in the lineup, which complicates matters. If the 
Blackhawks don’t think he’s a good fit in the lineup and are concerned 
about what he’ll cost in the summer of 2022, he’s also by far their most 
appealing trading chip. Strome has been in the concussion protocol for 
nearly a month, which could render this discussion moot. At least, until 
the summer, or the next trade deadline. 

Worst-case scenario 

DeBrincat – Dach – Kane 

Kubalik – Suter – Hagel 

Johnson – Kurashev – Nylander 

Highmore – Kampf – Carpenter 

Extra: MacKenzie Entwistle 

Keith – Mitchell 

Zadorov – Boqvist 
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Beaudin – Murphy 

Extra: Carlsson 

Explainer: This is not the lineup any Blackhawks fan wants to see. In this 
scenario, Toews is still unable to play, de Haan has been selected by the 
Kraken, Strome has been traded out of down-the-road cost concerns, 
Janmark isn’t coming back, and Reichel isn’t quite ready for the NHL. Up 
front, this team would look a lot like the current team, only with a better 
top line, thanks to Dach’s return. There’s still not enough scoring depth, 
and it’s still a little thin down the middle. And on the blue line, de Haan’s 
steady veteran play would be missed. Do you put Murphy with Keith to 
create a true top pair, or Murphy with Zadorov to try to create a shutdown 
pairing? If so, you’re going to have two undersized young defensemen on 
the same pairing. 

The Max Shalunov lineup 

DeBrincat – Dach – Kane 

Kubalik – Toews – Suter 

Max Shalunov – Strome – Kurashev 

Nylander – Kampf – Hagel 

Extra: Carpenter 

Explainer: Shalunov has finally arrived from Russia. You put him and his 
big shot with some playmakers and he might be a good fit in the NHL. He 
also can take faceoffs. 

Outside the box 

DeBrincat – Dach – Kane 

Kubalik – Toews – Reichel 

Kurashev – Strome – Suter 

Hagel- Kampf – Carpenter 

Extra: Andrew Ladd 

Keith – Dougie Hamilton 

Mitchell – Murphy 

Beaudin – Boqvist 

Extra: Carlsson 

Explainer: This is our extreme “outside-the-box” roster. The Blackhawks 
let Zadorov walk. De Haan gets selected by the Kraken. The Blackhawks 
would have around $15 million in cap space and, as The Athletic 
reported last week, they are willing to tap into their long-term injured 
reserve and weaponize it. So in this case, they take on Andrew Ladd’s 
contract from the New York Islanders for a first-round pick. Ladd would 
have two years remaining with a $5.5 million cap hit. The Blackhawks 
would be able to handle the first year with no problem. The second year 
would be more difficult but possibly doable. On top of that, the 
Blackhawks offer defenseman Dougie Hamilton a two-year contract he 
can’t refuse — Chicago does have world-class museums, after all — 
maybe something like $12 million a season. He helps make the 
Blackhawks competitive quickly and doesn’t remain on the books forever. 
A pipe dream? Maybe. But if the Blackhawks want to get creative with 
their unusual cap situation, this is how they can do it. 
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The Athletic / NHL trade deadline: Analyzing the top available players 

 

By Dom Luszczyszyn  

Mar 17, 2021   

 

The Athletic’s trade board debuted on March 1 and was updated again 
on March 12. As usual, I’ll be looking at the numbers behind the names 
for the most overhyped day in hockey. The collection of talent available is 
once again very slim. There aren’t many players available who move the 
needle here. 

But value in a vacuum doesn’t always translate across teams. Last year’s 
Stanley Cup champions proved the value of a good fit with their 
acquisitions of Blake Coleman and Barclay Goodrow, two players who 
were instrumental to the team’s vaunted third line. Coming in, Coleman 
was an analytics darling, projected to be worth 1-1.5 wins while Goodrow 
looked closer to a fourth-line player worth very little. In the playoffs, the 
duo was part of an elite shutdown line with Yanni Gourde that controlled 
play with a 57 percent expected goals rate. Together they were worth 
0.84 combined wins in 24 playoff games, or 2.85 over an 82-game 
season — well above projected. 

That’s why these projections are far from gospel; it’s difficult to know 
exactly how a player will look in a different context. We can do our best to 
guess and will come out on the right side of things most of the time, but 
there’s a wider range of outcomes when it comes to players switching 
teams that we need to be cognizant of.  

The Athletic’s trade board features 29 players, and while there aren’t a 
huge number of true difference-makers — even if we’re generous with 
the definition — that can change for the better with the right fit. Or for the 
worse with a wrong fit. Every projection has a range of possible 
outcomes, one that’s a bit wider when he joins a new team. Here’s what 
the model thinks about the 29 players on the board, including their 
projected value as well as their value this season. 

Difference makers 

Players who can make a sizeable impact on a team’s fortunes, making 
their roster look a lot more imposing. Can play in the top six or top pair. 

Jack Eichel 

It’s difficult to fathom Eichel going anywhere at the deadline; it seems like 
more of a draft-day move, if it gets to that point. Eichel deserves mercy, 
but that’s going to be a very hard trade for the Sabres to win. Eichel is 
the biggest player on the board and his current projected value likely 
undersells his franchise-altering potential. He’s having a tough time 
producing this season, but so is everyone on Buffalo. His past trajectory 
into the elite tier is a much more likely outcome for any new team 
acquiring him as his current value is significantly dinged up by poor 
percentages this season. The Sabres are scoring on just 6.7 percent of 
their shots at five-on-five with Eichel, which is well below his 10 percent 
last year and his career average of 8.3 percent. Even that number has 
the potential to be higher in an organization with more offensive help. 

Clayton Keller 

Keller is an interesting player because he’s not projected to be worth his 
contract right now, but has certainly been playing well enough to justify it 
this season. He’s scoring at a 62-point pace with strong five-on-five 
numbers, good for a 2.5-win pace as the most productive player on the 
board. I’m not sure why the Coyotes would move on from him now as he 
starts living up to his promise. Like Eichel, the deadline seems like a 
tough sell for a Keller trade. 

Taylor Hall 

Hall’s drop-off over the last two seasons has been something fierce and 
he’s fallen further this season after becoming victim to Buffalo Sabres 
disease. Considering his possession rates remain strong, he continues to 
be a strong puck-mover and elite passer, I don’t think he’s the problem. 
Frankly, the organization might just be cursed. The Sabres generate a lot 
of chances with Hall on the ice and in the right setup, Hall can thrive. The 
talent is still there and even with this down bad season factored in, he still 
projects to be a top-line winger. There’s potential for much more too and 
Hall seems like an excellent buy-low option — I don’t think his price tag 
will ever be lower than it is now. Over the last two seasons, he has 18 
goals on 31 expected goals, something that may just see a market 
correction at just the right time in the playoffs. 
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Mattias Ekholm 

Ekholm is the belle of the ball at this year’s deadline dance, the most 
intriguing asset available given his on-ice value and his likelihood of 
actually being dealt. His age, the extra year on his contract, and his 
projected 1.7 wins of value make him awfully similar to Jake Muzzin two 
seasons ago — though Ekholm is a rich man’s version. Both rugged 
analytics darlings that can drive play at both ends of the ice, with sneaky 
good puck-moving ability. Muzzin has been a force for the Leafs, 
stabilizing their defence corps and Ekholm can provide a potentially 
larger impact with the right team. It’s not often a top-pairing calibre 
defender capable of playing shutdown minutes is available, and that’s the 
exact type of player that can push a team over the top. He’s just on the 
cusp of the No. 1 defender cutoff (an impressive feat given he doesn’t get 
much power play time) on a bargain contract. 

Matt Dumba 

Dumba is on the market every season and it seems even more suspect 
this year with the year he and the Wild are having. Minnesota has 
expansion draft concerns, sure, but giving up a top pair defenceman 
having a career year seems unwise. With Dumba on the ice, the Wild 
have enjoyed a team-leading (among defenders) 62 percent of the 
expected goals as he’s formed an excellent duo with defensive stalwart 
Jonas Brodin. The two complement each other extremely well with 
Dumba driving offence extremely well. Giving him up would be a mistake, 
which means acquiring him would be a big win. 

Rickard Rakell 

The Ducks’ best forward has two years left on a modest deal and looks to 
be a player who can provide a sizeable impact in the right situation. At 
his peak, he was a strong first-line calibre forward, projected to be worth 
2.9 wins in 2018, but declined rapidly right after. He’s settled in closer to 
the second-line range, but that’s in difficult minutes without much help. 
On a contender, Rakell has the ability to produce and drive play and 
maybe even provide first-line value again if the fit is right. He’s had a very 
up-and-down season, but a recent hot streak where he put up 12 points 
in six games shows the kind of player he’s capable of being. He’s one of 
four Ducks players who has outscored opposing teams this season. 

Kyle Palmieri 

This has been an awful, no good year for Palmieri. One of the game’s 
most underrated scorers, you wouldn’t know it from his box score this 
season where he has all of four goals in 24 games. Despite the same 
usual expected goal rate, Palmieri is converting far less frequently at both 
evens and with the man advantage. He’s scored on over 10 percent of 
his shots in every season of his career but is at 6.8 percent this season. 
That’ll come back around and when it does he’ll be back to being a useful 
top-six scorer. Goals are hard to come by in the playoffs and at his best, 
few do it better than Palmieri. 

Complementary pieces 

Players who move the needle in the middle six or on a second pair but 
not to a large degree. Might not be able to drive a line or pair but can add 
to its strength. 

Mikael Granlund / Eric Staal 

Two guys who simply haven’t been the same since being traded away 
from the Minnesota Wild. Perhaps the fit just wasn’t there in Nashville for 
Granlund or Buffalo for Staal, but it’s difficult to not be concerned with 
such a steep drop-off when acquiring either player. A team would have to 
be damn sure that the decline is a product of the surroundings and not of 
the player. Staal is 36 so there’s plenty of reason to believe this might 
just be it for him. He has been a below replacement level player this 
season for Buffalo with a 43 percent expected goals rate and even more 
dastardly 26 percent actual goals rate. Granlund hasn’t been as bad, but 
he hasn’t been a positive contributor, either. Both players are fine if the 
price is right and the model thinks a bounce-back is possible, but there’s 
reason to be wary. 

David Savard / Ryan Murray 

Before this season started, both Savard and Murray were considered to 
be strong shutdown defencemen, solid No. 3 types. Their numbers have 
both gone down this season and while they’re still considered to be 

second pairing calibre, their play this season has been below 
replacement level. Murray is getting strong results with the Devils, but 
they seem to be percentage driven with how badly he’s getting 
outchanced relative to his teammates. New Jersey’s expected goal 
differential is 0.37 per 60 worse with Murray on the ice with pain 
happening at both ends of the ice. For Savard, the expected results are 
still there, but the actual results have plummeted (which is why the model 
is still fond of his defensive upside). He seems like a better bet for a 
bounce-back as a result of that, but that would be purely in a defensive 
role. His offence value is in severe decline. 

Dylan Strome 

With Jonathan Toews and Kirby Dach out, this seemed like a prime 
opportunity for Strome to show his worth in a bigger role. He simply 
hasn’t been able to rise to the occasion and could use a change of 
scenery. After two straight seasons scoring 2.3 points per 60 at five-on-
five, Strome is at 0.51 this year, earning a point on just 29 percent of the 
goals scored with him on the ice. That’s a lot of bad luck at once that’s 
likely hindering his perception and why the model still believes he can be 
a solid middle-six contributor. But it is still concerning to see Strome so 
uninvolved on the scoresheet as most forwards usually earn a point on 
60-70 percent of the goals scored. It feels like the Blackhawks are selling 
low here on a talented young player, but there are flaws in his game that 
make it easy to see why they would want to move on. He remains a 
complete defensive liability and that won’t fly when you’re not producing. 

Depth adds 

Players who don’t move the needle much. They can play, but not too far 
up the lineup. 

Nick Cousins / Alex Wennberg 

Center is always a hot commodity at the deadline. Cousins has 
regressed a bit after a strong 2019-20 season, but still drives play well 
enough defensively to be a decent fourth-line addition. Wennberg has 
bounced back significantly in Florida and is back to scoring at a middle-
six rate thanks to his strong passing ability, but his possession numbers 
look a bit rocky. They’re right around even, which is well below average 
on Florida. With Wennberg, it’s important to consider his situation with 
secondary matchups in an easy division playing alongside Jonathan 
Huberdeau on most nights. He’s being propped up a bit. 

Tanner Pearson / Bobby Ryan / Ryan Dzingel   

Do you like depth scorers who need to be sheltered and don’t drive play 
at all at five-on-five? Well, then you’ve got options with Pearson, Ryan 
and Dzingel. All three are projected to provide the same value, though 
Pearson’s value is based partly on the scoring ability he’s shown in the 
past and the fact he plays the toughest minutes. He’s at 1.11 points per 
60 at five-on-five this season compared to 1.57 last season. Dzingel is 
similar at 1.21 points per 60 compared to 1.52 the year prior. In the right 
situations, all three can provide some scoring pop on a third line, but it’s 
worth noting Ryan’s price tag. That arguably makes him the most 
attractive of the three. 

Alex Goligoski 

Goligoski is not nearly the player he once was, but if a team strikes out 
on better defensemen he could be an OK last resort. He plays very tough 
minutes for the Coyotes and though his expected goals rate is below 50 
percent, it’s higher than the team average. That’s decent for his role and 
it’s possible that he could show more in a more sheltered role. That’s sort 
of what the Islanders banked on last year with Andy Greene and that’s 
worked out tremendously for them. Goligoski could provide similar value. 
The issue will be fitting in his $5.5 million contract, one of the most 
bloated on this list. 

Sam Bennett / Jake Virtanen 

High draft picks being squandered isn’t the end of the world. It happens 
to nearly every team and is simply the nature of forecasting a teenager’s 
next decade of hockey-playing ability. Neither Bennett or Virtanen has 
worked out for their respective clubs and they’re both now 24. Is this it? 
Neither grades out particularly well per GSVA and both have provided 
largely negative value this season. Bennett has a bit more upside in the 
right role with a past of strong play-driving ability, but the Flames have 
never scored as much as expected with him on the ice and that likely 
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correlates with his low production. Virtanen looked like he might be 
turning a corner last season, but that may have been a mirage as he’s 
largely regressed this season. He’s been brutal defensively while 
chipping in just three goals and no assists in 26 games this season. His 
projected on-ice numbers are among the worst in the league at both ends 
of the ice. 

Luke Glendening / Brandon Sutter 

Everyone loves a fourth-line shutdown center at the deadline. Personally, 
I’d prefer mine to actually, oh I don’t know, do stuff? Glendening and 
Sutter are both projected to be well below replacement level, meaning 
they likely hurt their teams more than help. While there was a point in 
their careers where they were more useful than given credit for than the 
analytics crowd suggested, that time is likely gone for the two centers in 
their 30s. Expect to be outchanced and outscored heavily with either on 
the ice as neither provides all that much offensively and both are 
overrated defensively. While Sutter’s expected goals rate is even relative 
to the team, one has to consider he’s part of the problem in Vancouver, 
not to mention his strong history of being much worse. In Glendening’s 
case, his usage is indeed quite difficult playing tough minutes in the 
defensive zone on a historically bad team, but part of the reason they’re 
so bad is because of how ineffective he is in those minutes. Neither 
player is worth the trouble, and that’s before trying to squeeze the cap 
hit. Minute difficulty doesn’t nearly make up for how poor either player’s 
results are. 

Brandon Montour / Josh Manson / Marc Staal   

Three rather big-name defenders, all of whom are more likely to hurt their 
team than help. Plenty has been written about Staal in the past that any 
team who willingly trades for his services deserves the punishment. 
Montour and Manson are a bit different. Perhaps a serviceable version of 
themselves still lies within, but recent results for both paint a grim picture. 
Montour has been a mess defensively for the Sabres, giving up the worst 
expected goals against rate among regulars. Manson can’t stay healthy 
and in the games he has suited up for this year has looked like a shade 
of his former self. Teams acquiring either would need to be extremely 
confident there’s enough talent here that they would be positive assets in 
a better environment. Neither has looked the part of late and that carries 
a fair bit of risk. With both, there may be the temptation to see what they 
can do in easier minutes, especially Manson who faces some of the 
toughest minutes in the league. In his case, he comes out nearly even in 
on-ice results when that’s factored in, but that’s still not enough to 
overlook deficiencies elsewhere. For Montour, tough minutes are no 
excuse and he’d likely struggle regardless of role. 

The goalies 

Custance and Duhatschek had four goalies on their board, here’s what 
my model makes of them at present time — though that can change at 
any given moment because goalies are fickle creatures whose value can 
change on a whim. 

Antti Raanta 

Arguably the best of the bunch. There was a time in his career where 
Raanta looked like a 1A-type who could challenge Darcy Kuemper for the 
starting role. Last season he was solid with a .921 save percentage and 
5.8 goals saved above expected, but he’s dropped off a little this year. 
He’s still above average and should help any team that needs 
goaltending help. 

Chris Driedger 

This one doesn’t make much sense to me because Driedger has been 
the best goalie in Florida for the past two seasons. If your $10 million 
goalie isn’t going to play the part, it really helps to have a backup who 
can pick up the slack. Sergei Bobrovsky has allowed 10.4 goals above 
expected this year compared to Drediger’s 1.1 in four fewer games (it 
turns positive when adjusted to 2021 scoring) and has a .905 save 
percentage to Driedger’s .920. The Panthers need to get their house in 
order for the expansion draft, but with the way they’re winning, losing 
their safety net feels like a risk not worth taking. 

Jonathan Bernier 

Considering how bad Jimmy Howard looked last year and how much 
Thomas Greiss’ game has fallen apart in his first year in Detroit, there 

might be a case for Jonathan Bernier as one of the league’s most 
underrated goalies. Over the last two seasons, he has a .908 save 
percentage and has allowed just 1.7 more goals above expected in 61 
games. In 51 combined games from Howard, Greiss, Calvin Pickard and 
Eric Comrie, the Red Wings have a collective .878 save percentage and 
allowed 52.1 goals above expected. That’s one per game. It’s possible 
the other goalies are just that bad, but Greiss went from average to 
minus-16 goals in 17 games after changing from the Islanders to Detroit. 
There might be something especially bad about the defence that public 
models may miss — and that makes Bernier’s numbers even more eye-
popping. To not drown on this team is an accomplishment. 

Elvis Merzlikins 

Merzlikins had an electric debut for the Blue Jackets; his .923 save 
percentage was right around what was expected of him in 32 games. The 
sophomore follow-up hasn’t been as pretty as he’s dropped to a .908, 
allowing 6.3 goals above expected in 11 games (4.7 if adjusted to 2021 
scoring). Of the four goalies available, he’s the only one that’s below 
average this season. His perception is being partially buoyed by a strong 
defensive structure. He happens to be the second most expensive option 
of the four with an extra year on his contract, too. The talent is there but 
the numbers haven’t been. 
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With less than a month to go until the trade deadline, the seven 
Canadian teams in the North Division are facing a dilemma. How do you 
work around a mandatory 14-day quarantine for players crossing the 
border from the United States? 

Do you make your trades early so that you can still get some use out of a 
player down the stretch? Do you work on deadline day with an eye 
toward the playoffs, all but writing off the rest of the regular season? 
Reduce your offers to reflect that change in value? Resign yourself to 
riding out the year with what you already have, flaws and all, because at 
least those guys are already here? 

Or maybe, you make the only sort of deal that won’t have to worry about 
quarantine. Maybe all the Canadian teams need to figure out a way to 
trade with each other. 

That’s apparently what they may be doing, according to Craig Custance. 
That could create an interesting dynamic, because the history of all-
Canadian trades is a decidedly mixed one. Some teams almost never 
trade with each other while others have hooked up on multiple big 
moves. It’s all over the map. 

That feels like the sort of thing that’s ripe for a ranking. So today, we’re 
going to go back and find the biggest trade between each of the existing 
Canadian teams, a total of 21 possible combinations. Then we’re going 
to rank them from least to most important. Along the way, we’ll meet a 
few of the bigger trades in NHL history, a few more that will trigger an 
“Oh yeah, I remember that one” moment, and some that you probably 
have no recollection of at all unless you were one of the players involved. 

But first, a few ground rules. We’re only looking for trades involving 
players here, because draft pick swaps are boring. More importantly, this 
list is for the seven existing teams only — sorry Nordiques fans, as well 
as any old-timers hoping for some Montreal Wanderers content. Did I 
make this rule specifically so that I wouldn’t have to relive the Wendel 
Clark trade? I cannot confirm or deny. 
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Finally, as always, we’re counting both versions of the Jets as one team, 
and ignoring anyone who wants to get pedantic about franchise lineages. 
(This also makes it possible to do a full list, since the post-Thrashers 
version of the Jets have yet to make any trades with a few Canadian 
teams.) 

We’ll be digging into the NHL Trade Tracker database, with some 
support from Hockey Reference. Let’s start with the smallest biggest deal 
we can find and work our way up. 

21. Calgary/Winnipeg: Akim Aliu for John Negrin 

This midseason trade from 2012 didn’t get much notice at the time, 
because Aliu had yet to crack the NHL and Negrin had been there for just 
three games back in 2009. If you heard about the deal at all, it may have 
been because of a neat quirk: Aliu had previously been loaned to the 
Flames’ AHL affiliate that Negrin was already playing for, meaning this 
was technically a case of two teammates being traded for each other. 

Aliu would debut for the Flames later that year, and played a total of 
seven games in Calgary. Negrin never made it back to the NHL. 

So why does this deal make our list as the biggest ever player trade 
between the Jets and Flames? Because it appears to be the only one. 
The original Jets never made a deal with the Flames once they arrived in 
Calgary, and this deal is the only one they’ve made since the NHL 
returned to Winnipeg. I guess when these two teams get together they 
spend all their time talking about hockey not working in Atlanta and none 
of it talking trade. 

20. Montreal/Ottawa: Mike Reilly for a fifth 

The Habs and Senators have apparently only made three player trades 
in three decades. We’ve got this one from last year, the Matthew Peca 
deal or Andreas Dackell for an eighth-round pick. Reilly’s at least a 
regular in Ottawa these days, so this one pretty much wins by default. 

19. Calgary/Ottawa: Sens get a second for Curtis Lazar 

Lazar was a first-round pick who’d been hyped as a solid prospect, but 
by 2017 he was spinning his wheels in Ottawa. His name surfaced at the 
deadline, and reports that the Sens would want a high pick for him were 
mostly met with eye rolls — this was a guy with one point in 33 NHL 
games that year. Somehow, Pierre Dorion got the Flames to pay up, 
landing a second-round pick he turned into Alex Formenton. For their 
part, Calgary got 70 games and three goals out of Lazar. That’s not 
much, but it’s enough to nudge out a handful of even smaller 
Sens/Flames trades, like Nick Shore three years ago, Alex Chiasson in 
2016 or the big Mark Osiecki/Chris Lindberg blockbuster from the early 
’90s. 

18. Vancouver/Winnipeg: Ivan Hlinka for Brent Ashton 

Do you know who Artur Oktyabrev or Dan Ratushny are? No? Then 
we’re pretty much left with this 1981 trade, which at least features two 
recognizable names. NHL fans probably remember Hlinka as the future 
coach of the Penguins, but he was a Czech legend who had a couple of 
60-point seasons as a Canuck after the Jets sent his rights to Vancouver 
for Ashton, a useful journeyman who was immediately flipped to the 
Rockies for Lucien DeBlois. 

17. Edmonton/Ottawa: Ales Hemsky for picks 

These teams love to get together on classic “let’s remember some guys” 
deals involving names like Frantisek Musil, Brian Glynn and Eric Gryba. 
Their most recent deal was Tyler Ennis a year ago, but I’m going with the 
Sens’ 2014 deadline pickup of Hemsky, who was in his 11th year in 
Edmonton. He was OK down the stretch in Ottawa but couldn’t get them 
into the playoffs before departing as a free agent; the Oilers got a third 
and a fifth for him but neither pick has played in the NHL. 

16. Ottawa/Winnipeg: Dylan DeMelo for a third 

Our only other option seems to be the 1993 Dmitri Filimonov trade, but 
this 2019 deal was a reasonably decent one that saw the Jets land a 
player who remains a key piece. The Senators used the pick on goalie 
Leevi Merilainen, who Scott Wheeler thought was a minor reach. 

15. Edmonton/Vancouver: The Canucks get Gretzky’s wingman 

Like most of the Smythe Division rivals, there isn’t as much of a trade 
history here as you might expect. There are a few deals, including the 
2019 Ryan Spooner/Sam Gagner swap, but not many with an impact. I’ll 
go with a 1981 deadline deal that saw the Oilers send Blair MacDonald to 
Vancouver for Garry Lariviere and Ken Berry; none of those guys were 
stars but they were three decent NHLers and MacDonald was just one 
year removed from a 94-point season that demonstrated the life-
changing power of being Wayne Gretzky’s linemate. He couldn’t match 
those numbers in Vancouver, but was part of their surprise run to the 
1982 final. 

14. Calgary/Montreal: The mid-game mystery trade 

The teams have a ton of history, including two meetings in the Stanley 
Cup Final. In terms of trades, not so much, although some interesting 
names show up, including Valeri Bure and Brian Skrudland, plus the 
2008 draft floor trade that saw the Habs give up a first for Alex Tanguay 
in a move that didn’t really work out for either team. 

I think this one comes down to the 2012 Mike Cammalleri trade or the 
1982 deal that saw Calgary land Doug Risebrough. That one probably 
had the biggest impact since Risebrough stuck around to become 
Flames GM, but the Cammalleri one was so weird that it gets the nod 
here. Don’t worry, Calgary fans, Risebrough’s name will come up again 
later in this list. 

13. Ottawa/Toronto: The Leafs escape the Dion Phaneuf contract 

The Leafs and Senators turn out to be a tricky category. We allowed both 
versions of the Jets to be considered, so maybe we should do that for the 
pre-Original Six era Senators and count the King Clancy deal. But that 
seems like a stretch, and besides, it was more of a sale than a trade, so 
let’s pass. The biggest modern trade involving the two teams was the 
one that landed Wade Redden in Ottawa, but that was a three-way with 
the Islanders so I don’t think it counts either. 

Instead, let’s go with one of the stranger deals of recent years: The 
Senators taking Dion Phaneuf’s contract off the hands of the rebuilding 
Leafs in 2016. Toronto took on some bad short-term contracts to make it 
happen, but escaping Phaneuf’s $7 million cap hit through 2021 was a 
crucial step in clearing the decks for what was to come. As for Ottawa, 
they got one full season of Phaneuf and, probably, a thank you note from 
Brendan Shanahan. 

12. Calgary/Edmonton: The Neal/Lucic trade 

Not surprisingly, the two teams in one of hockey’s most bitter rivalries 
almost never make meaningful trades. In fact, for the first three decades 
of the rivalry, they never made a trade at all. That streak ended with the 
Steve Staios deal in 2010, and there have been a handful of others 
since. But with apologies to Ladislav Smid, the clear winner here is the 
James Neal-for-Milan Lucic trade from 2019. It was two big names and 
two very big contracts, but it was an interesting move that gets bonus 
points for the creative conditions. 

11. Edmonton/Winnipeg: Manson for Mironov 

This 1994 deadline move remains the most recent trade between the 
Oilers and either version of the Jets, but it was a legitimately major deal 
that included six pieces. The key was Dave Manson, a tough guy who 
could also play and was seen as a transformative piece for the struggling 
Jets. He wasn’t, although he was OK in three seasons before heading to 
Montreal. In return, the Oilers got Boris Mironov, a 21-year-old 
defenseman who stuck around for six seasons, and a first-round pick that 
year that turned out to be fourth overall but was squandered on Jason 
Bonsignore. 

10. Montreal/Vancouver: The Canucks find a blue line mainstay 

The Habs and Canucks don’t have much of a recent trade history, with 
the 2015 Zack Kassian/Brandon Prust deal being the biggest of the cap 
era. They dealt much more frequently in the Canucks’ early years, 
making five trades between 1970 and 1973, mostly involving cash or 
picks. But in terms of impact, the two biggest trades between the two 
teams came in the early ’90s, with the Canucks adding a pair of 
blueliners who’d play key roles in the 1994 run to the final. 

One was Gerald Diduck, who came over from Montreal in a midseason 
trade in 1991 for a pick. But my choice for the biggest Habs/Canucks 
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trade ever is the 1990 deadline deal that saw Vancouver send a second-
round pick to Montreal for Jyrki Lumme. The Habs picked Craig Darby, 
who’s probably best remembered for being in the Pierre Turgeon trade, 
while the Canucks got a defenseman who stuck around for nearly a 
decade. 

9. Toronto/Winnipeg: Olczyk for Ellett 

This 1990 trade was an old-fashioned hockey deal, one that saw the 
struggling Leafs move their first-line center for a guy who’d immediately 
slot in as their top blueliner. The Jets gave up Dave Ellett and Paul 
Fenton to get Eddie Olczyk and Mark Osborne, and it’s not hard to argue 
that both teams got pretty much what they were hoping for. Ellett was a 
Leaf for seven seasons and played a key role in the Pat Burns 
resurgence while Olczyk gave the Jets three years of point-per-game 
hockey before going to the Rangers for Tie Domi. 

8. Montreal/Winnipeg: The Serge Savard “trade” 

This one’s a bit tricky. Savard was a Habs legend and captained the 
team for two seasons after their 1970s dynasty ended. In 1981 he 
decided to retire, but John Ferguson was the Jets GM and claimed his 
former teammate in that year’s waiver draft. Savard didn’t initially report, 
but eventually relented and joined the Jets in December, apparently after 
the Canadiens forgot to file his retirement papers. 

Most sources show the Jets sending the Habs a late pick for their trouble, 
which technically makes this a trade, and if so it’s certainly the biggest 
between the two teams in terms of name value, not to mention the 
symbolism of a beloved Canadiens captain choosing to leave. 

(Fun fact: When Savard retired for good in 1983 and wanted to rejoin 
Montreal in a front office role, the Canadiens sent a draft pick to 
Winnipeg as compensation that turned into Peter Taglianetti, so we 
actually have two Habs/Jets Savard deals to choose from.) 

7. Ottawa/Vancouver: The Canucks land Salo 

You could make a case for the Alex Burrows trade that apparently had 
Ottawa players lining up to hug their GM, but I think the 2002 deal that 
sent Sami Salo to Vancouver is the clear winner here. It was a rare one-
for-one trade featuring players of similar ages, with holdout Peter 
Schaefer coming to Ottawa. The Sens did get a 20-goal season out of 
Schaefer, but the Canucks saw Salo develop into a long-term piece who 
spent nearly a decade in Vancouver and was part of their 2011 run. 

6. Calgary/Vancouver: Murzyn for Stern 

The biggest Flames/Canucks trade may have been the 1976 deal that 
saw Vancouver give up what would become the eighth overall pick in the 
draft for Curt Ridley, but that was in the Atlanta days so it doesn’t count 
here. 

Instead, we’ll go with the 1991 deadline deal that wasn’t even the 
Canucks’ biggest move of the day, but saw each team acquire a player 
who’d become a mainstay for much of the 1990s. The trade sent 
defenseman Dana Murzyn to Vancouver for checking center Ronnie 
Stern and depth blueliner Kevan Guy, and both teams got pretty much 
exactly what they wanted, with Murzyn and Stern combining to play parts 
of 16 seasons with their new teams. The Flames and Canucks wouldn’t 
complete another deal until the Markus Granlund/Hunter Shinkaruk swap 
26 years later. 

5. Edmonton/Montreal: Corson for Damphousse 

These two teams have hooked up for four deals in the last six years, with 
the biggest of those being the Habs getting Jeff Petry for two picks at the 
2015 deadline. That one might turn out to be the most important when it’s 
all said and done, but for now let’s go with a 1992 blockbuster. Montreal 
sent Shayne Corson, Brent Gilchrist and Vladimir Vujtek to Edmonton for 
Vincent Damphousse and a pick. Both Corson and Damphousse would 
eventually serve as captains for their new teams, and Damphousse 
would also deliver three 90-point seasons in Montreal before being 
flipped to San Jose. Call this one a win for Montreal. 

4. Toronto/Vancouver: The Leafs get their first 50-goal man 

The Leafs and Canucks love to get together every few years to swap 
some random name like or Lonny Bohonos, Jeff Farkas or Josh Leivo. 
But they have made one quasi-blockbuster, the 1980 four-player deal 

that sent Tiger Williams and Jerry Butler to Vancouver for Rick Vaive and 
Builder Lego Bill Derlago. Williams was an entertaining character who 
had 35 goals in his first full season as a Canuck, but the Leafs got the 
better of the deal when Vaive went on to post three straight 50-goal 
seasons, the first in franchise history. 

3. Edmonton/Toronto: The end of a dynasty 

OK, I swear I didn’t come up with this article idea just so I could make a 
list where the Leafs held down all the top spots, but man do they like to 
make big trades with their fellow Canadian teams. This one was Cliff 
Fletcher’s first significant move as Toronto GM, a seven-player 
blockbuster that saw the Oilers get Vincent Damphousse, Peter Ing, 
Scott Thornton and Luke Richardson in exchange for Grant Fuhr, Glenn 
Anderson and Craig Berube. 

It was a tough one for Edmonton fans to swallow, signalling that the ’80s 
dynasty was being dismantled (which would be confirmed weeks later 
when Mark Messier was sent to New York). But it worked out well 
enough, as Damphousse had a great year before going to Montreal in 
the Corson deal we just talked about. As for the Leafs, Anderson was OK 
and they turned out not to need Fuhr as much as they thought thanks to 
Felix Potvin, but they flipped the veteran goalie to Buffalo for Dave 
Andreychuk, which was a win. I think this one worked out for everyone, 
and it’s an easy pick as the biggest Leafs/Oilers trade because this one 
didn’t happen. 

2. Montreal/Toronto: Goalie-for-goalie 

No, we’re not going with Courtnall-for-Kordic, but yes, that was still a 
good trade for the Leafs. We’re also not doing modern-era deals like 
Tomas Plekanec, Mikhail Grabovski or Doug Jarvis. And we’re definitely 
not doing the Mats Sundin trade that fell through. 

Instead, we can do something with these two teams that no other combo 
offers us, and reach back to the league’s early days. That gives us two 
real options, including the 1943 heist that saw the Leafs acquire the 
rights to Teeder Kennedy. But there’s an even better option, and it’s the 
1933 goalie swap that saw the Leafs send Lorne Chabot to the Habs for 
three-time Vezina winner George Hainsworth in one of the biggest one-
for-one trades of the NHL’s pre-Original Six era. Chabot would last one 
year in Montreal before being flipped to Chicago in the Howie Morenz 
deal, where he won a Vezina. Hainsworth was already 38 when he 
arrived in Toronto, but gave the team three strong seasons that included 
two trips to the final. 

1. Calgary/Toronto: The Gilmour trade 

There probably wasn’t a ton of suspense over which deal would land in 
the top spot of this list, and I’m guessing most Flames fans already 
tagged out before being forced to relive this disaster yet again. 

This 1992 trade is literally the biggest in NHL history, involving 10 
players, and it altered the course of two franchises. For Fletcher and the 
Leafs, getting Gilmour (along with useful veterans like Jamie Macoun and 
Ric Nattress) was the key to ending a decade of futility and transforming 
the Leafs into contenders. Meanwhile, Risebrough and the Flames gave 
up a Hall of Famer for 11 goals from Gary Leeman, and they wouldn’t win 
another playoff round for 12 years. 

The deal is often ranked as one of the most lopsided in NHL history. 
That’s not completely fair, since we tend to forget that Gilmour had forced 
the Flames’ hand by walking out on the team. Still, it’s impossible to 
argue the profound impact this move had on both teams. 

(And if you really want to mess with Calgary and Toronto fans, remind 
them of the Doug Gilmour trade the two teams almost made a year 
earlier.) 
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The Athletic / LeBrun: Can the Lightning win back-to-back Stanley Cups? 
Their own GM, and the last GM to do it, think so 
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By Pierre LeBrun  

Mar 17, 2021   

 

There are moments that stay with you. 

One of them is watching the Pittsburgh Penguins win their second 
consecutive Stanley Cup in June 2017 and leaving the rink that night 
thinking this: Will a team ever do it again? 

The Penguins, of course, are the only back-to-back champs in the NHL’s 
15-year salary cap era and there’s a reason for that. 

The cap has spread out the talent throughout the league. The parity has 
never been greater. You can make strong cases for 6-8 teams to win it 
all, if not more some years. 

It’s damn hard to win it once, never mind twice in a row. 

Between the ability to keep your core roster intact and those same 
players finding the energy levels to go deep twice, it’s beyond difficult. 

Can the Tampa Bay Lightning pull it off? We asked the man who was GM 
of that back-to-back champion in Pittsburgh. 

“What you look for is whether they have enough juice, do they have 
enough energy to do it two years in a row, and do they want to do it?” 
Former Penguins GM Jim Rutherford said Tuesday. “If you’re a GM or a 
coach, those are the things you’re always watching. Are they going to get 
worn out or not? There’s the obvious, too, do they have the players, the 
pieces still to do it? The answer to that is, yes they do. 

“They have the best goalie in the league, they have the best defenseman 
in the league. And they have a number of impact players that you need to 
step up in critical times of a game. And they have the supporting cast.’’ 

So, in short, it’s a thumbs up from Rutherford. 

Rutherford also thinks highly of Tampa Bay GM Julien BriseBois and 
head coach Jon Cooper, another reason he’s a believer. 

There are few GMs in the league more well-read than BriseBois, who 
devours books of all kinds and pours over data looking for any edge. No 
question he’s examined Pittsburgh’s back-to-back feat to glean any info 
he can. 

“I think the only trait that matters is that both years when Pittsburgh won, 
they were a really good team with really good players,’’ BriseBois said 
this week. “So are we right now. So was St. Louis last year and the year 
before, and so was Washington the year they won and the year after.’’ 

Someone recently asked BriseBois why he thought it was so hard to win 
back-to-back titles. 

“I said ‘Well, it’s really hard to win the first one.’ The odds are against you 
to win the first one to begin with and now you’re asking the same 
organization to beat the odds twice.” 

But the Bolts are well-positioned to do it. They’ve stormed out of the 
gates. They look as confident as ever. 

It reminds me so much of the Penguins in 2016-17 trying to defend their 
title. They truly believed all season long they could repeat. 

“Oh, we felt it all year,’’ Rutherford said. “We felt strong about our team. 
We came off from that Cup run in ’16 with high confidence. We were able 
to keep most of the players for ’17. But it’s harder to win. It’s harder to 
win every game. Everybody wants to beat the Stanley Cup champs. 
That’s going to be the test for Tampa. But they have the group that’s 
capable of doing it.” 

It’s two-fold. Do you have the players still, and do your players have the 
same hunger? Checkmark on both for the Lightning. 

“You want to be a team that believes it has a chance entering the 
season,’’ BriseBois said. “From my conversations with various players 
leading up to training camp, to a man, everyone seemed really hungry to 

chase another championship. It’s one thing to be a Stanley Cup winner, 
it’s another to be a two-time Stanley Cup winner.” 

There’s a certain mindset that’s needed. There are some teams who win 
the Cup that you can just tell the following year they’re still living off that 
glow. The same hunger isn’t there. The willingness to sacrifice at that 
level just isn’t quite high enough. 

“You have to remember how hard it is to win and also remember that you 
have to work to get your breaks,” Rutherford said. “That’s what Tampa 
has been doing. I like how Tampa has played, coming right out and being 
one of the top teams all year long. They’re all business.” 

So far the required buy-in is there from Tampa Bay. 

“We’re a team that legitimately aspires to winning a championship this 
year and that’s what we’re chasing right now,” said BriseBois. “We’re 
trying to secure a playoff spot, that’s the first step towards winning a 
Stanley Cup is making the playoffs.” 

And there are other incentives. For starters, winning a Cup in a bubble 
with no fans wasn’t a normal experience. 

“Our families weren’t there, our owner wasn’t there, our fans weren’t 
there, we didn’t get to bring the Cup home in the offseason to our 
hometowns. There were a lot of things that were different,” BriseBois 
said. “Those are all added incentives to work on trying to win another 
one.” 

The fact of the matter is, when BriseBois paid high prices a year ago at 
the trade deadline for Blake Coleman and Barclay Goodrow, he had two 
playoff runs in mind with those moves, not one. Both those players are 
signed through the end of this season and that was the point of it all. 

Which is important to remember because the Bolts are totally capped out 
now and figure not to be too busy ahead of the deadline this time around. 

“We did our shopping a year ago,” BriseBois said, not that he’s not 
making calls. “Your work is never done, but our ability to do anything is 
severely compromised by the fact we don’t have any cap space. We 
made decisions in the offseason and we went into the season knowing 
full well that these were the players we were going to have. And I like 
these players. They’re a good group of players. I have total faith in them. 
And I knew I wouldn’t have any cap space for us to do anything to correct 
course in-season.” 

Unless, as BriseBois noted, the Lightning have another long-term injury 
before the deadline which obviously they hope isn’t the case. But that’s 
the only way to free up cap space. 

“We also knew that our late-season addition would be (Nikita) Kucherov 
joining the team at some point during the playoffs,’’ BriseBois said. 

Indeed, the return of Kucherov will be huge. They’ll finally have Kucherov 
and Steven Stamkos in the lineup at the same time, the Bolts captain 
missing out on the Cup run last summer albeit for one rather famous 
return in the final which lasted 2:47 over five shifts and produced a goal. 

In the meantime, BriseBois will keep an eye on things heading into the 
April 12 deadline but it’s going to be mighty tough. 

Anything would have to be cap dollar out, cap dollar in. Which isn’t 
impossible but it’s atypical of the trade deadline when sellers normally 
don’t take back much on the cap. Hence the word sellers. I mean, when 
contenders are adding, they tend not to want to lose any roster players 
but simply add to it. So under that scenario, the cap won’t let Tampa do 
that. 

And teams in this new flat cap environment are holding their cap space 
like never before. It’s a new reality out there right now during this 
pandemic year. 

Plus, it’s not always a given that adding at the deadline is the right move. 

“When you bring in a player at the deadline, you don’t know how long it 
will take for the chemistry to come together,” BriseBois said. “We were 
somewhat struggling with consistency after the deadline last season. 
Everybody is trying to figure out where they now fit. The pause was good 
for us last spring. Will probably be even more of a challenge in this 
environment with all the limitations on interaction amongst players. The 
use of multiple locker rooms and buses, etc.” 
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As our Lightning beat writer Joe Smith examined last weekend, the 
Lightning will once again have salary cap gymnastics to perform this 
summer. 

Which is fine. Those are the headaches GMs can live with if it means 
contending. 

Or in Tampa Bay’s case, perhaps winning back-to-back Stanley Cups. 
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Sportsnet.ca / With elite offence, Barrie becoming a force Oilers have 
lacked since Coffey 

 

Mark Spector@sportsnetspec 

March 18, 2021, 2:43 AM 

 

Tyson Barrie was Plan B. 

And the guy that the Edmonton Oilers blew seven pucks past last night in 
Calgary? Yeah, he was Plan A. 

Well, this morning Plan B wakes up as the National Hockey League’s 
leading scorer among defencemen with 28 points, fresh off a four-assist 
night in a 7-3 rout of the Calgary Flames. 

Barrie and partner Darnell Nurse put together six points from the back 
end as the Oilers restored their seven-point lead over Calgary and crept 
within two of Division-leading Toronto with an explosive, impressive 
measuring of the Flames, who simply couldn’t handle — or match — 
Edmonton’s firepower. 

“Me and Nursey have developed a little chemistry, along with a couple of 
guys up front,” Barrie said, downplaying the performance. “The points are 
nice but the wins are the important thing.” 

Those “couple of guys up front?” You can guess who they might be. 

Hint: Start at the top of the scoring race and count two players down. 

Connor McDavid (1-2-3) and Leon Draisaitl (0-3-3) worked Flames goalie 
Jacob Markstrom — who chose the Flames ahead of the Oilers as a free 
agent last summer — for the second seven-goal night the Oilers have 
enjoyed at Calgary’s expense this season. Both Oilers superstars have 
more assists than any Flames player has points, as the Oilers blew open 
a 3-1 game after 40 minutes by scoring three times in the opening 5:55 of 
the third period. 

“We talked between the second and the third,” Barrie said, “and we 
wanted to come out and not give them any life. We were expecting more 
of a defensive grind. We exploded for four goals.” 

Barrie had three of his assists on an Oilers power play that went three-
for-four, as he quickly cements himself as the “offenceman” this franchise 
has not seen in ages. The Edmonton powerplay, meanwhile, has climbed 
up to fifth in the NHL, as Barrie gets comfortable in a role that the injured 
Oscar Klefbom may never see again should the pending UFA Barrie re-
sign in Edmonton. 

“He’s an elite puck-mover and offensive player,” begins Oilers head 
coach Dave Tippett. “We’ve had some solid defenders, but nobody with 
the instincts with the puck that he has. When Ken ( Holland, Oilers GM) 
went out and got him signed, those were the things we expected.” 

The irony is, of course, that Holland took his cap space and went hard 
after Markstrom last summer. It was only after Markstrom chose the 
Flames that he moved on to replacing the injured Klefbom, who 
effectively worked atop the best powerplay in the past 40 seasons last 
year. 

Barrie arrived as a guy trying to prove himself after a difficult year in the 
Toronto fishbowl. He bet on himself, as they say, and one look at the 
Oilers' roster made him like his odds that much better. 

“It’s pretty incredible, the skill we have on this team,” marveled Barrie. 
“It’s world class — as good as it gets.” 

Look back through hockey history. Mike Bossy and Bryan Trottier had 
Denis Potvin. Phil Esposito, Ken Hodge and Johnny Bucyk had Bobby 
Orr. 

There was a Coffey for Gretzky and Kurri, Messier and Anderson, a 
Zubov for Modano and Hull, and even a Letang for Crosby and Malkin. 

We’re not putting Barrie up those Hall of Fame blue-liners quite yet, but 
he is that same breed of player when fixed up with McDavid and 
Draisaitl. And Edmonton hasn’t seen that guy since Coffey himself. 

“The top offensive players, they love it when they’ve got a defenceman 
who can make creative plays to find you with the puck. That’s why he’s fit 
in so well with those guys up front,” said Tippett. “I give him a lot of credit. 
He’s a veteran guy who came in here and he didn’t want to push is way 
in. he got a feel for our team and he’s slowly worked his way in and had a 
really good season.” 

Edmonton got stellar goaltending from Mike Smith, and some juice from 
the return of Zack Kassian, who drove the net and backhanded home the 
seventh goal. It was Kassian’s first game back from a broken hand, and 
Tippett can’t have the bruising right winger back soon enough. 

“Big guy, skates well, good skillset," described the coach. “These games 
are going to get heavy and they’re going to get tight. You’re going to want 
players who play a heavy game, go to the net hard, and win wall battles. 
When he digs into those we can really use him as a power forward. 
That’s going to be big in these games that are coming ahead here.” 

Meanwhile Barrie is just becoming comfortable and confident in his new 
surroundings, as the Oilers open the second half hoping to make a push 
for first place in the North. 

That, of course, is Plan A. 

Which means we wouldn’t dismiss Plan B either. 

Not this season. 
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Sportsnet.ca / Canadiens leave another crucial point on the board in OT 
loss to Jets 

 

Eric Engels@EricEngels 

March 18, 2021, 1:41 AM 

 

Marc Bergevin called the NHL a one-goal league during his mid-season 
review Tuesday, and then his Montreal Canadiens went out and left one 
point on the table against the Winnipeg Jets on Wednesday. 

For an eighth time in eight Canadiens games that have gone past the 
third period, the outcome was a loss. And it doesn’t really matter that 
they had a chance to win this one with a 2-on-1 play that Jets goaltender 
Connor Hellebuyck stole away, because if the season ends with this 
team outside of a playoff position by one point, no one will say it came 
down to that one time they almost scored. 

Canadiens leading scorer Jeff Petry had the game on his stick when 
Hellebuyck closed his pads to stifle Wednesday’s overtime opportunity. It 
was on his stick again when three Jets players swarmed him and forced 
him into a turnover while his two linemates went for a change instead of 
helping keep the pressure on a Jets trio that was spent. And Montreal 
coach Dominique Ducharme watched helplessly from the bench as 
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Nikolaj Ehlers carried the puck into his team’s zone on a 3-on-1 and 
drove a third spike through his NHL coaching record in the 3-on-3 period. 

Frustrating? 

“It is,” said Ducharme after the 4-3 loss. “I wish we had 5-on-5 overtime.” 

At least the Canadiens might have made it to the shootout. After all, they 
were tied 3-3 in 5-on-5 play with the Jets in this one. 

How the Canadiens got to overtime was emblematic of how they’ve 
played under Ducharme — inconsistently — with his 3-3-3-1 record since 
taking over for Claude Julien on Feb. 24 a reflection of it. 

Phillip Danault, who scored one of their goals in Wednesday’s game, put 
it perfectly after Bergevin spoke on Tuesday, when he said, “When 
everyone buys in, and when we apply (our system), we give ourselves a 
chance to win every game, and when we don’t, we shoot ourselves in the 
foot.” 

The Canadiens put a nine millimetre bullet through one on the first shift of 
the game, allowing Blake Wheeler to open the scoring. They pumped in a 
couple more flesh wounds before the halfway point, with giveaways the 
Jets forced allowing Kyle Connor to score two goals. 

“We’ve played them enough, we know what kind of forecheck they’re 
coming with,” said Brendan Gallagher of the five meetings the Canadiens 
had with the Jets prior to this one. “They did a pretty good job of 
executing it, but you’ve got to make plays. That’s what it comes down to. 
Support needs to be there and you need to execute. They just did a 
better job forechecking than we did of breaking out. Definitely an area of 
the game that we weren’t good enough.” 

And then the Canadiens went to second intermission down 3-1, patched 
themselves up and came out and played arguably their best period of the 
season. 

Gallagher scored to cut the deficit to one after close to six minutes of 
pure Montreal dominance. And Tyler Toffoli scored his 18th of the 
season to tie the game with the Canadiens’ net empty and 1:25 
remaining in regulation. 

They were all desperate, engaged and playing exactly as they want to all 
the time. 

“I saw a dedicated team,” said Danault. “A team that was hungry that 
didn’t accept to lose. The fight, as well, I really appreciate the effort that 
we all did together. And we all know the Jets are a really good team 
offensively, and we played really good defensively in the third and didn’t 
give up anything; we were stronger, we were winning our battles…” 

And then the overtime boogeyman came out and snatched it all away 
from the Canadiens. 

“The first thing was to take possession,” Ducharme said of his strategy in 
the extra frame. “With a faceoff favouring a lefty, we went with Phil, (and) 
the speed of (Paul Byron) and (Petry) who skates really well too. We took 
control, we waited for the right moment, and they gave us a chance to 
attack on a 2-on-1 and we took it. 

“We get the puck back and that’s where a bit of panic set in. The (Jets) 
were stuck on the ice for 45 seconds when we started a change, but we 
should’ve been attacking even more since we had control. I was sending 
three forwards on the ice on the change, but we got impatient when we 
took control and lost the puck.” 

It gave the Canadiens a 2-2-1-1 record on this road trip, over which they 
desperately needed to string “a streak of wins together,” as Gallagher put 
it. 

The Canadiens are now 13-8-8, clinging to the fourth and final playoff 
spot of this seven-team North Division. Accumulating even just half the 
points they’ve left on the board in overtime or the shootout would have 
them within two points of top spot. 

So, they either have to solve this now or find a way to put away games 
before they can be decided this way. Or do both. 

At least the Canadiens feel capable. 

“I think we’re going to keep getting better and better,” said Ducharme. 
“Every night, I feel confident against any team that if we go out there and 
we play the way we can play in our style of play that we can beat anyone. 
I have no issue with that.” 

But Ducharme knows that an extra point here or there can make all the 
difference. 

“I don’t know if someone’s going to run away,” he said. “You look around 
the division, competition is (close) every night and it’s hard to tell who’s 
going to win. Because you play teams many times in a row it’s tough to 
separate yourself, because it’s tough to beat the same team two times 
and three times in a row. And we can see it everywhere around the 
league, it’s some ups and downs. So I think it’s going to be a sprint for 
everyone until the end, and I think it’s going to be a dogfight until the 
end.” 
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Sportsnet.ca / Thatcher Demko's hot play carrying Canucks back into 
playoff race 

 

Iain MacIntyre@imacSportsnet 

March 18, 2021, 12:29 AM 

 

He’s on a brilliant run as a goaltender, but Thatcher Demko has a lot to 
learn about this hero stuff. 

When someone is trying to build a statue to you, don’t argue with the 
sculptor and ask him to make you a little shorter. May as well go ahead 
and tell the artist to narrow your jaw a little, too, wrinkle your brow and 
put the look of fear in your eyes. 

No, no, no. Be big. Be bold. And don’t get in the way of a good story. 

When it looked to everyone Wednesday, including Sportsnet’s national 
broadcast crew, that Demko had made one of the saves of the season on 
Drake Batherson to help the Vancouver Canucks beat the Ottawa 
Senators 3-2 in a shootout, the goalie refused to take credit for it. 

“Yeah, I actually don't think I touched that one,” Demko said. “I'd love to 
take credit for it. I think it went off the post, but I was just trying to get 
some net coverage. But yeah, if you guys want to write down in your 
articles that I got a piece of that, go ahead.” 

So disappointing. And the modest fool said this on Zoom, so his 
admission is now permanently recorded. 

Anyway, back to the statue. 

Thatcher Demko is so good that even when he’s beaten, he isn’t. 

Batherson’s backhand after drawing Demko to the ice did, in fact, tinkle 
off the post, which allowed Adam Gaudette to win the shootout for the 
Canucks one round later when he beat fourth-string Ottawa goalie Filip 
Gustavsson with a five-hole deke as Vancouver completed a ragged two-
game sweep of the Senators for their sixth win in seven games. 

Starting goalie Joey Daccord, the Senators’ first minor-league crease 
call-up, left the game at 5:07 of the third period with an independently-
sustained lower-body injury. On the next shift, Josh Norris tied the game 
2-2 at 5:34 with a quick release from the slot after Canucks defenceman 
Nate Schmidt was pressured off the puck inside the Vancouver blue line. 

It was the second straight game the Canucks squandered a 2-0 lead on 
the last-place Senators – and the second straight they won anyway in 
extra time because their goalkeeper is about the best in the NHL at the 
moment. 
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The Canucks’ 7-2-0 run back towards the playoff race in the Canadian 
division has been funded by Demko, who in his first season as an NHL 
starter is now 7-1 in March with a .951 save percentage. 

After Demko was forced to make 44 saves against the Senators in 
Monday’s 3-2 OT win, the Canucks helped him a little Wednesday by 
“limiting” Ottawa to 32 shots. But one of those was a breakaway save on 
Brady Tkachuk with 12 seconds left in overtime. And then, as if on a dare 
that it couldn’t be done from winning a faceoff in your own zone in the 
final seconds of OT, J.T. Miller’s unforced turnover gave Tkachuk 
another great look with two seconds remaining. 

None of Ottawa’s four shooters beat Demko in the shootout before 
Gaudette, who has only three actual goals this season, won it with the 
first shootout marker of his career. 

“I have to give credit to Clarkie, who gave me a couple of shootout ideas 
last year that I've been working on,” Gaudette said. “I just had a move in 
my mind and stuck with it.” 

Clarkie is goaltending coach Ian Clark, who is not only building Demko 
into a superior starter but apparently offering shooting tips to the 
Canucks’ young forwards. 

But no one is under any illusions about who deserves the most credit for 
the Canucks climbing within a game of .500, 15-16-2, and having the 
chance with games Friday and Saturday in Montreal to actually pass the 
Canadiens on points. 

“This is obviously a good stretch for not only myself, but the team,” 
Demko said. “I knew that I had some good games in me and I knew that 
we didn't have a great start to the year, so we had to start getting wins 
and getting them quick. I'm just trying to help out in any way I can and 
keep going. 

“(I am) just trusting myself, trusting my teammates, trusting in the work 
that myself and those guys are putting in. Like I mentioned, we didn't 
have a great start to the year, but I think everyone in the room knew that 
we were capable of getting wins. Obviously, with each win, the 
confidence is going to get better. And that's where that trust kind of 
formulates.” 

Sign up for NHL newsletters 

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

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

Brock Boeser opened scoring for the Canucks at 2:29 of the first period, 
hitting his spot stick-side on Daccord after the Senators played their way 
into a turnover and a Vancouver two-on-one that was started by Schmidt. 

Horvat, who passed to Boeser, then made it 2-0 at 8:26, tapping in from 
a gorgeous feed by Nils Hoglander during a three-on-one. 

Senators forward Ryan Dzingel started the comeback three minutes into 
the second period by scoring on a rebound after a poor Vancouver line 
change gave Ottawa an outnumbered rush. 

“We've always had a lot of faith and a lot of belief in Demmer,” Canucks 
coach Travis Green said of the goalie he started with in the minors. “He 
took some good strides last year and, obviously, played well at the end of 
the year. Probably wasn't as sharp as he wanted to be — we've talked 
about that — at the beginning of (this season). But I don't think we're 
surprised that he's playing well. He's a good goalie and we believe in 
him.” 

Notes: Just as speedy depth forward Tyler Motte returned to the Canucks 
lineup after missing five weeks with a lower-body injury, Vancouver lost 
winger Tanner Pearson with what appeared to be an ankle injury. . . 
Despite making the four-hour drive to Ottawa from Toronto after the 
Canucks claimed him on waivers from the Maple Leafs, forward Jimmy 
Vesey didn’t play because the team was unable to update his work visa 
in time. 
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Sportsnet.ca / Breaking down the major NHL awards candidates at mid-
season 

 

Justin Bourne@jtbourne 

March 17, 2021, 1:04 PM 

 

We made it! We've arrived at the halfway mark of the 2020-21 NHL 
season without complete disaster, as long as you’re willing to look past 
that burning dumpster over there with the Sabres logo on it. 

I’m a voting member of the Professional Hockey Writers Association, so it 
only makes sense around this time to start considering some front-
runners for awards around the NHL. Below are those leaders, with some 
explanation for each below. (I’ve left out the Rocket Richard Trophy and 
the Art Ross, as the players vote for those with each puck they put in the 
back of the net.) 

HART TROPHY 

1. Connor McDavid, Edmonton 

2. Auston Matthews, Toronto 

3. Andrei Vasilevskiy, Tampa Bay 

4. Patrick Kane, Chicago 

5. Aleksander Barkov, Florida/Nathan MacKinnon, Colorado 

Breaking news: The best player in the world in his prime is playing like 
the best player in the world. We’ll keep the conversation about the top 
spot short, as McDavid’s leading the league in points by a sizeable 
margin, which pairs nicely with the eye test of him turning defenders into 
ghosts any time he’s able to take three unencumbered strides through 
the neutral zone without getting tackled. He leads the league in my own 
made up “offensive rush” stat: defenders-not-even-able-to-touch-his-
jersey-per-60. 

Beyond that I think Matthews has been an absolute driving force for the 
division-leading Leafs, a constant threat that makes everyone around him 
better to a nearly immeasurable degree. Vasilevskiy is the best goalie in 
the world, full stop, and is a huge reason Tampa Bay is Tampa Bay yet 
again. And the Blackhawks are overachieving based on good 
goaltending and Kane continuing to produce like few on earth can. 

Barkov and MacKinnon mostly suffer from lack of exposure. I watch a lot 
of Colorado and it’s just constantly apparent how heavily that team’s 
success is hitched to MacKinnon (who’ve I’ve twice voted as league 
MVP, seeing him lose to Taylor Hall and Leon Draisaitl). Barkov is going 
to come up again in a second here, so maybe let’s get to that. 

SELKE TROPHY 

1. Aleksander Barkov, Florida 

2. A bunch of other players, including: Mark Stone, Brad Marchand, Joel 
Eriksson-Ek, Phillip Danault, Joe Pavelski, Anthony Cirelli, Patrice 
Bergeron, Ryan O’Reilly, Zach Hyman. 

More than any other award, I believe Selke suffers from small sample 
size. Defensive contribution is so tough to measure, as many hockey 
analysts will tell you it’s about doing the “little things” right. And since it 
takes the consistent application of those “little things” to reveal 
themselves as valuable over a whole season, declaring someone the 
“best defensive forward in the NHL” after 30 or less games is near 
impossible. That list, then, is comprised of those off to a good start 
combined with those who we know already exhibit those attributes. 

But, this is Barkov’s year to win it for me if he keeps playing like this. He 
drives all “advanced” stats in the right direction. The Panthers control 
roughly two-thirds of the expected goals when Barkov is on the rink, 
which is pretty absurd. He’s one of the best forwards in defensive impact 



 

CAROLINA HURRICANES 
NEWS CLIPPINGS • March 18, 2021 

 

on the PK. He plays the toughest minutes for the Panthers. As I said, I 
have him at No. 1, and then like in cycling, a chase group behind. 

VEZINA TROPHY 

This one is heavily influenced by numbers each year, and the PHWA 
doesn’t vote on it (the GMs, knowers of all things goaltending -- wink, 
wink -- vote on this one). 

1. Andrei Vasilevskiy, Tampa Bay (in a landslide) 

2. Marc-Andre Fleury, Vegas 

3. Connor Hellebuyck, Winnipeg 

4. Semyon Varlamov, NY Islanders 

5. Thatcher Demko, Vancouver (surprisingly, his “goals saved above 
expected” is third-best in the league). 

Fleury’s re-emergence as a Vezina candidate for Vegas is a lot of fun, 
and the return of Bubble Demko has given the Canucks and their fans 
hope, rightly or wrongly. All worthy candidates above. One clear leader. 

CALDER TROPHY 

We don’t have what I would term a “runaway” for this award at this point, 
but there are a handful of worthy nominees. I’ve got it like this so far: 

1. Kirill Kaprizov, Minnesota 

2. Kevin Lankinen, Chicago 

3. Kaapo Kahkonen, Minnesota 

4. Tim Stützle, Ottawa 

5. Igor Shesterkin, NY Rangers 

Kaprizov isn’t the youngest rookie -- he turns 24 this season -- but he has 
been the most impactful on a team that badly needed his impact. 
Kaprizov has breathed a little bit of pop and excitement into a team that’s 
lacked it for, well, basically ever. Combine Kaprizov with the guy I’ve got 
third on this list (goaltender Kahkonen), and the two have elevated the 
Wild to unexpected heights. 

The biggest surprise on this list isn’t so much a name on it (Kevin 
Lankinen, for example), it’s who isn’t on it. No. 1 overall pick Alexis 
Lafreniere has had a surprisingly quiet campaign to date, which more 
than anything goes to show just how impressive it is to excel in your first 
season in the NHL (particularly at a young age). Lafreniere is stuck on 
seven points, having gone pointless in his last six outings. 

I have listed three goalies (I bet Shesterkin tops that group by season’s 
end), and two players I consider must-see TV right now. Stützle is 
absolute fire so far for the Senators. 

Remaining Time -0:50 

Kaprizov skates a lap around entire Coyotes team before scoring 

NORRIS TROPHY 

1. Victor Hedman, Tampa Bay 

2. Cale Makar, Colorado 

3. Charlie McAvoy, Boston 

4. Jeff Petry, Montreal 

5. Adam Pelech, NY Islanders 

This is a bit like the Selke for me -- so hard to know after just 30 games. 
What I do know is I believe Victor Hedman to be the best defenceman in 
the world, and he’s playing like it yet again. Cale Makar and Charlie 
McAvoy’s selections are at least partly analytically based, partly based 
on how important they are to their respective teams, and partly the ol’ 
eye test -- how dynamic and in control of the game they seem every time 
I see them play. 

In spots four and five, I almost consider those placeholders for a dozen 
names right now, but if they’d played just as well for the next 30 games 

they’d lock in those spots. At worst those votes today are honourable 
mentions for players having excellent years who deserve more love. 

Petry has piled up numbers and seems to be tracking to play as much 
TOI as the guy who usually gets the nod in these conversations, Shea 
Weber. And Adam Pelech is in the top-five in the NHL (among D) in 
expected goals percentage, with his subtle impact constantly tipping the 
run of play back down towards the opposing goal. He’s a huge reason 
the Isles are legitimately as defensively stout as their reputation. 

JACK ADAMS AWARD 

And finally, there’s the Jack Adams Award, another one the writers don’t 
vote on. A week back I tweeted this: 

In retrospect, I probably oversold Colliton (good goaltending can take a 
team a long way), and undersold Brind’Amour (the Canes have had a 
weird, COVID-tinged season and persevered through it all), but the 
sentiment mostly remains the same. There’s at least a half-dozen guys in 
the mix, with no one all that clearly in the driver’s seat. 

For my own purposes, I’ll note that when it comes down to actual voting 
time, I’ll be cracking into more video from around the league. There’s no 
doubt the Canadian Division has sucked up the bulk of digital ink around 
these parts, and so I’ll be making an effort to ensure I’ve seen every 
player enough times to be confident in my decision-making. 
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Sportsnet.ca / Maple Leafs' 7 best pure rental forward targets ahead of 
trade deadline 

 

Luke Fox@lukefoxjukebox 

March 17, 2021, 9:10 AM 

 

TORONTO – In a perfect world, Kyle Dubas would be seeking to trade 
for a player with some term on contract. The new guy would then hop a 
same-day flight and be ready to pull over his new Toronto Maple Leafs 
sweater within a matter of hours. And in that perfect world, the annual 
rise of the salary cap would help accommodate that player’s salary. 

Well, we all know that the world ain’t so. 

“It’s a rare time where probably a rental is the better fit,” GM Dubas said 
Tuesday, surveilling his cap picture and the NHL marketplace. 

“In the summer, we had to move out some forwards that were good 
forwards for us in order to add on the back end. Thus, we feel like that's 
an area where we may want to look at a little bit more, but I'm not 
precluding anything at this point. I'd say most of the conversations are 
focused on forwards right now.” 

Dubas is all-in on his division-leading Leafs and would prefer to add 
ASAP to get a jump on any incoming U.S.-based acquisition’s 14-day 
quarantine. So, going by his prioritizing of a forward and acceptance of 
the rental route, we’ve set aside the Filip Forsbergs, Rickard Rakells and 
Anthony Manthas for now. We made a list. 

Here — in order of cap hit (and headline-making) value — is a look at the 
top seven pending UFA forwards on selling teams that Dubas should 
inquire about. He likely already has. 

Ryan Getzlaf, Anaheim Ducks, $8.25 million cap hit 

A big, tough, experienced leader who throws hits, scores goals, wins 
face-offs and comes with a championship pedigree. Yeah, we’d say 
Getzlaf would settle the Maple Leafs’ 3C slot just nicely and strike fear in 
any club trying to match Toronto up the middle. 
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There are two massive hurdles here, however: Getzlaf’s cap hit and a full 
no-move clause that allows him to decide where, when or if he leaves his 
family and his chicken coop in sunny California for a few months. 

"I talked to the agent last week. I've talked to Getzy a little bit," said 
Ducks GM Bob Murray, per the Orange-County Register. "I'm tired of 
hearing this from Toronto anymore, how his name is out there (in trade 
rumours). The only way Ryan Getzlaf would go anywhere is if he came to 
me and said, 'Bob, can you try and trade me to a contender?' 

"As for next year, we've talked and we're going to see how he feels after 
this year. We'll see how his body feels. We'll see how it's going. You 
know, he may just say, 'I don't want to keep going through this rebuild 
we're doing here.' But the relationship is wonderful, and he's not going 
anywhere." 

Another very complicated deal financially, and another star forward with 
full control to nix any trade proposal floated his GM’s way. The thing with 
Hall is, who wouldn’t want to jump out of Buffalo right now and suddenly 
join a contender… particularly one so close to family? 

Yes, the 2018 Hart Trophy winner’s production has dropped off 
significantly (two goals, 14 assists), but Hall’s 2.8 shooting percentage is 
almost comically low compared to his career average (10.1 per cent). 
Imagine what patrolling the left side of Matthews-Marner or Tavares-
Nylander would do for Hall’s engagement. 

Nick Foligno, Columbus Blue Jackets, $5.5 million cap hit 

It wouldn’t be a stretch to think of Foligno as another Zach Hyman type, 
only a half-decade older. A Swiss army knife who can complement elite 
playmakers, play responsible defence and help kill penalties, or drive his 
own line in the bottom six (see: Columbus vs. Toronto, 2020 bubble), 
Foligno is precisely the type of fearless character addition that improves 
your playoff chances. 

Foligno, 33, has some say in how his contract season ends — a 10-team 
no-trade list — and the loyal Blue Jackets captain isn’t the type to 
abandon ship. That said, Foligno does return to Sudbury, Ont., to visit 
family and friends in the off-season and would have no qualms dealing 
with the Toronto spotlight. He could always re-sign with Columbus in the 
summer. 

Looking for a potential blockbuster? Dubas could try to work a multi-piece 
deal with Jarmo Kekalainen that includes right-shot rental defenceman 
David Savard and/or a Columbus goaltender. We know the Jackets need 
picks and prospects. 

Kyle Palmieri, New Jersey Devils, $4.65 million 

Something you should know is that William Nylander, a right shot, usually 
plays right wing but actually enjoys playing the left. So, importing another 
top-six righty to play alongside Tavares-Nylander isn’t such a crazy idea. 

While his numbers have dipped during this contract year, the 30-year-old 
Palmieri has had five consecutive seasons in which he’s scored between 
24 and 30 goals—without a ton of offensive talent on his line. 

The Smithtown, N.Y., native has never played for a Canadian team, and 
the Bruins and Islanders and are also said to have some level of interest 
in him. Palmieri holds an eight-team no-trade list. 

The Devils and Leafs found common trade ground as recently as 2020, 
when Dubas sent Andreas Johnsson to Jersey for Joey Anderson. 

Mikael Granlund, Minnesota Wild, $3.75 million cap hit 

Granlund, 29, is three years removed from his last 20-goal, 60-point 
campaign and lingered on the 2020 UFA market for weeks before 
eventually re-upping in Music City for one more year. He has 10 points 
through 26 games for the Predators and has been given prime offensive 
opportunity. 

Versatile enough to play centre or wing, and with enough hockey sense 
to be juggled around the top nine, Granlund is an upgrade on the group. 
But how significant? And at what price? 

“Granlund has just been OK,” one Nashville-based source reports. 
“Anyone on offence not named Forsberg doesn’t seem to have chemistry 
with anyone else right now. Granlund and Forsberg have been the most 

consistent producers since last January with John Hynes as head 
coach.” 

Eric Staal, Buffalo Sabres, $3.25 million cap hit 

Staal’s skill-set and experience as a pure centreman certainly fit the bill, 
but he too holds a 10-team no-trade list. Staal is reportedly not too keen 
on a 14-day quarantine in Canada and, while open to shuffling outta 
Buffalo, would prefer a U.S. destination. Southern contenders like St. 
Louis, Florida and, yes, Carolina could have a leg up on the Leafs here. 

“We like our team right now. I don't know why we would be looking at 
doing too much,” said Hurricanes coach Rod Brind’Amour, deferring the 
call to GM Don Waddell. “But everybody would want to have that guy 
around." 

Alex Iafallo, Los Angeles Kings, $2.425 million cap hit 

Do Rob Blake and Dubas strike a match three years in a row? 

The executives have already orchestrated deadline deals for Jake 
Muzzin (2019) and Jack Campbell plus Kyle Clifford (2020) in exchange 
for futures—and now pending UFA Iafallo fits the Leafs’ wish list and their 
price point. 

The catch is, Blake has announced publicly he’d like to ink 27-year-old 
left-wing Iafallo to a contract extension. The Kings view him as a top-six 
asset and have the cap space to get a deal done. 

If Iafallo — 17 points in 26 games, despite starting most shifts in the D-
zone — does not put pen to paper by April 12, can Blake afford to let risk 
such a valuable asset walk for nothing during a rebuilding year? 
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Sportsnet.ca / Quinton Byfield ready to make most of shot in NHL, 
whenever it comes 

 

ByMikeShulman 

March 17, 2021, 9:27 AM 

 

Quinton Byfield is still new to this whole living alone thing, and all the 
hazards that come with it. 

For instance, it’s probably not a good idea to eat a steak that’s already 
been twice frozen and thawed. 

“My mom called me one night and I picked up and she said, ‘What am I 
making? What am I eating?’ I said ‘The steak,’ and she's like 'Oh, did you 
already thaw it?' I said, 'Once before and then I froze it again,' and she 
said, 'Oh, you can't eat that,” Byfield recalled with a laugh. 

“So that was a close call.” 

For the first time in his 18 years, Byfield is on his own without his parents, 
Nicole and Clinton, or a billet family to lean on while starring for the 
AHL’s Ontario Reign. 

Housed at an L.A. County apartment complex where he’s neighbours 
with many of his teammates on the Los Angeles Kings’ farm team, the 
second-overall pick in the 2020 NHL Draft is figuring out how to be self-
sufficient, while learning the ropes of professional hockey. 

Much like off the ice, there have been some stumbles as he’s faced new 
challenges on the ice, but in 16 games for a Reign squad littered with 
rookies, Byfield has held his own, notching two goals and seven assists, 
good for sixth on the team. 

“That's something I'm proud of: no matter what the score, wherever the 
game's going, I think I'm always competing my hardest and just going 
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against older guys and trying to impose (my will) as much as I can,” said 
Byfield. 

Just six months after he was selected by the Kings, the players taken 
before and after him, Alexis Lafreniere and Tim Stützle, respectively, 
both have more than 25 NHL games under their belts, prompting some 
experts to argue he’d be picked third in a redraft. 

It’s easy to forget Byfield — who officially clocks in at 6-4, 215 — was 
one of the youngest players in the 2020 draft, seven months younger 
than Stutzle and nearly a year younger than Lafreniere. 

But the Newmarket, Ont., native embraces the inevitable comparisons, 
measuring himself against their accomplishments and engaging in a 
friendly rivalry with his former world juniors teammate, Lafreniere. 

“(Lafreniere) sent me a text after I had my one night I showed up, I 
guess, at the world juniors — I had six points — he gave me a good 
congratulation text there,” Byfield said self-deprecatingly. 

“We're always excited for each other and I gave him a text after he 
scored his first goal as well. So we're always just looking forward to 
getting the best out of each other. 

“You definitely want to be in the NHL and as soon as you can get there,” 
he continued. 

“So you're looking at guys that are in your draft year that are up there, 
knowing that you really want to be up there as well. So you definitely use 
that as motivation.” 

This is, after all, the Quinton Byfield whose point-per-game pace of 1.822 
last year with the Sudbury Wolves made for one of the best U18 seasons 
in the OHL’s modern era. 

The Kings, for their part, say they’re fortunate to have Byfield under their 
direct supervision with the 2020-21 OHL season postponed indefinitely. 

“It's been a blessing for us. On our L.A. Kings team, we've got (Anze) 
Kopitar, as the No. 1 line centre, we've got Gabe Vilardi, who again is 
only 21-years old as a No. 2 centre — our centre position on the Kings, 
we're doing well up top here — so we're able to kind of have this 
development process unfold with Quinton and that's exciting,” said 
Nelson Emerson, the Kings’ director of player personnel, who praised 
Byfield for his coachability. 

“Exciting” is a word that came up frequently in my discussion with 
Emerson, who struggled to find parts of Byfield’s game that haven’t left 
him impressed. 

When pressed, Emerson said it’s Byfield’s skating that’s stood out the 
most. While he and the Kings knew of his talents before the draft, seeing 
them first-hand on a daily basis is an entirely different experience. 

“His first three steps are absolutely lightning for a big guy and that's when 
you go, 'Holy cow, I've never seen this out of anyone before,’” he gushed. 

“You're thinking back to every player that's gone through here or gone 
through the league, you see a guy who's 6-5, 220 and he has this ability 
out of corners to separate or to get out on plays or to go through the 
neutral zone. We see glimpses of that, and it just gets us out of our seat 
— it's actually incredible to watch.” 

It’s also an ability Byfield has had to channel more consciously as he’s 
dealt with tougher competition at the AHL level. 

“Just in transition, being a little bit faster there, because (in the OHL) you 
could probably burn a lot of guys, (but in the AHL) a lot guys are just as 
fast as you or maybe even a little faster. So you gotta really take what's 
given and use all your options,” he noted. 

“And then getting zone play, guys are a lot stronger and they're a lot 
heavier in the corners, so you just gotta be moving your feet and you 
can't get pinned. Once you get pinned, it's hard to get out of those 
positions, so you just gotta roll with more deception and move your feet 
in the O-zone.” 

Quinton-ByfieldQuinton Byfield is seen here playing with the AHL's 
Ontario Reign (Ontario Reign). 

Though highlights have been hard to come by on an extremely young 
Reign squad (4-10-2) loaded with high-pedigree prospects, Byfield has 
flashed his quick hands — in particular, his “exceptional” talent for 
stickhandling in tight or with the puck in his feet — as evidenced by this 
nasty, between-the-legs power-play feed to Akil Thomas on Feb. 12. 

“Up in the NHL, we have a problem with making plays in the slot and 
shots from the slot, but our minor-league team and Quinton lead in a lot 
of these categories on making plays to the slot,” Emerson said. 

“Here's a guy who's 6-5, a big guy like that, who can skate, but he can 
also make those little plays. So, again, there's an example of why we get 
excited about our club and the future that he will have.” 

When you add Byfield’s powerful, pro-level shot, which Nelson expects 
will only get harder and faster, into the equation, you’ve got all the 
components for a “special” player. 

That's without taking into account the early leadership he's shown as the 
highest-drafted Black player in NHL history as he's dealt with the burdens 
that come with being a BIPOC in a majority white sport. 

“He's a person who's ready, willing and he's out there. Again, as an 18-
year-old — that's a lot. Give him credit. I’ve been very proud of him and 
our whole organization is,” said Emerson. 

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

While there’s no doubt Byfield’s left a fantastic impression in an extended 
look that may have never happened without the pandemic, was it enough 
to earn him a spot with the big club if and when the OHL — the lone 
Canadian junior league not to resume play — begins its 2020-21 
season? 

It’s a conversation the Kings’ brass engages in every day, concedes 
Emerson, and one that revolves around ensuring a decision that is in 
Byfield’s best interest and results in him achieving his peak potential. 

“We want to make sure when we decide to bring him up it's because it's 
the right situation for him,” said Emerson. 

And while protecting Byfield from getting exposed in the NHL is a priority, 
it’s also a priority to get him around potential role models on the Kings, in 
particular, captain Anze Kopitar, a player he’s often compared to. 

“It's been phenomenal to watch him throughout his career, but this year 
it's just amazing what he's doing,” Emerson said of the 33-year-old pivot, 
who has two Cups and two Selkes to his name. 

“We know that is important for Quinton, and we know it's important for 
him to be around that to see that.” 

Byfield, for his part, said he trusts the process and he’s grateful for his 
experience in the AHL as it’s allowed him to get comfortable in L.A. and 
stay focused on hockey. 

But now he believes he’s ready for the next challenge — playing in the 
NHL and under the bright lights in Hollywood. 

“Whenever I get my shot, I'm gonna make the most of it and try to stay up 
there,” said Byfield. 
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The Nashville Predators are open for business, and Mattias Ekholm is 
the most desirable trade target available. 

He's a top-four, two-way, puck-moving rearguard that will bring an instant 
upgrade to any contender's blue line, and his contract (he's still under 
contract for 2021-22, with a $3.75-million AAV) makes him a rare find. 

That affordable cap hit and term is also what’s helping drive up the price 
to acquire him. 

As Sportsnet’s Elliotte Friedman indicated in Monday’s edition of 31 
Thoughts: The Podcast, the Predators are looking for "a (Jake) Muzzin 
kind of package: Two prospects and a first-rounder. And someone's 
gonna pay that." 

Ahead of the 2019 trade deadline, the Maple Leafs sent prospects Carl 
Grundstrom (a 2016 second-rounder) and then-unsigned Sean Durzi 
(2018 second-rounder) and their 2019 first-round pick to the Los Angeles 
Kings in exchange for Muzzin, whose age, role and cap hit at the time 
were all very comparable to Ekholm. 

So, the price is set. Where to? 

"Winnipeg, I think, is in. Boston is in. I've had some questions about 
whether or not Toronto is in,” Friedman said on the podcast. “I’ve heard, 
at times, Montreal is in, but I've also had people tell me that Montreal's 
not, so I don't know what to make of that. The other wild card there is 
Philly.” 

There’s no doubt Ekholm is generating a ton of interest elsewhere, too, 
but let’s start there. 

Winnipeg Jets 

With a star-studded group of scorers up front and the reigning Vezina 
Trophy winner backstopping the club within reach of the North Division 
lead, the Winnipeg Jets are only missing one piece: another defender. 

On the ice, Ekholm makes a ton of sense here. The right-left shot 
balance might need some adjustments to accommodate another left 
shot, but the Jets have built their blue line on versatility and that’s what 
Ekholm brings in spades. Adjustments will need to be made on the 
payroll, too, as the Jets are ride up against the cap. 

Free from their usual Central Division neighbours, the Jets have the best 
shot they’ve had in a long time to make a substantial playoff run, with 
U.S. Western Conference heavyweights at least two rounds away. 
However, considering the Predators also reside in that Central Division 
once they're de-aligned… will GM David Poile really want to sell within 
the division? 

Another name that’s been floated here is David Savard, should GM Kevin 
Cheveldayoff wish to circle back to his Columbus trade partner in Jarmo 
Kekalainen. 

Boston Bruins 

Anyone who thought the Bruins’ blue line would take a step back (guilty!) 
in the wake of losing captain Zdeno Chara and top-four rearguard Torey 
Krug was clearly mistaken. Boston currently has the third-best goals 
against per game (2.33) and has been excellent at suppressing 
opponents’ shot counts, averaging a second-best 26.9 per contest. 

So, with a strong defence, do they really need to add? Yes. 

While bringing in a source of secondary scoring should be a priority in 
their push for the playoffs, few teams understand better than the Bruins 
the importance of a solid, deep blue line in the post-season than the 
Bruins. Ekholm would be a huge add here, and with the window of 
contention still very much open, bringing in a D-man with a little term 
extends that even more. 

Montreal Canadiens 

A busy off-season of acquisitions checked off multiple boxes and showed 
us that GM Marc Bergevin isn’t waiting around to win. A mid-season 
coaching change amid what has been a roller-coaster campaign is 
another indicator that Bergevin’s in win-now mode. Unafraid to make a 
bold deal (or two, or three), it feels like Montreal could be a really 
interesting team here, especially with Ben Chiarot's injury opening up a 
spot. 

The Habs have a ton of draft capital, including a whopping 14 this year — 
their own first-rounder, two seconds and three thirds, for starters. There’s 
some uncertainty out there about the true value of 2021 picks, 
considering the lack of playing time for so many prospects this year. So, 
should Nashville desire 2022 picks, the Canadiens also still own all of 
their picks for next year. Cap space will be an issue, so Bergevin would 
need to get creative, especially if he’s to also address some more scoring 
depth. Then again, when has Bergevin ever been afraid to get creative? 

Toronto Maple Leafs 

They set the asking price for a defender with term when they landed 
Muzzin from the Kings… Now, can they do it again? 

General manager Kyle Dubas made it clear Tuesday he’s working the 
phones and willing to deal top prospects to make this team better in its 
win-now efforts — and that he’s looking to act fast, as the mandatory 
federal quarantine means any deadline deals made on April 12 actually 
means acquiring a player on April 27 or 28. That's too late. 

Dubas indicated that a pure rental probably makes the most sense here, 
as it requires less salary-cap puzzling for the cap-strapped team, but 
considering defence has often been the downfall here, a player like 
Ekholm could make a massive impact and enable the club to roll out 
three really strong pairings with a stable left-shot D anchoring each. 

Philadelphia Flyers 

If Ekholm was just a pure rental on an expiring deal, it might be tough to 
see Philadelphia really going for it with him. While their usual division is 
difficult come playoff time, the re-aligned East is looking even tougher. 
Do they truly believe this is the year? 

Ekholm’s term would see this move make a lot of sense. The Flyers are 
building something special with a surge of young talent coming in and a 
star in net, and the addition of a veteran, versatile rearguard to help 
guide things on the blue line would be a worthy investment that doesn’t 
just help their odds of a run this year but next year, too. 

Philly’s got a deep pool of prospects and all their top picks for the next 
few years, which puts them in position to land a big name should they 
choose to make a deal. 
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The Great Pit of Carkoon may be the fictional desert home for the 
monstrous sarlacc that greedily consumes any living sacrifice dropped 
into its gaping maw. 

Or Star Wars’ infamous sarlacc pit might well be located out back of the 
rink, a blaster’s shot away from the KeyBank Center, where the latest 
victims of the Buffalo Sabres organizational chart can be devoured. 

One by one, new hopes arrive to Western New York. 

They come with promise and plans, energy and enthusiasm. 

One by one, the results — all that losing — swallows them whole. 

Head coach Ralph Krueger and assistant Steve Smith, a pair of fresh 
casualties, were handed their walking papers by rookie GM Kevyn 
Adams on St. Patrick’s Day morning amidst a 12-game losing trench and 
a dead-last 6-18-4 campaign. 

Another reason to day drink in Buffalo. 
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"It feels like we're in a very deep, dark place right now," Krueger had said 
after being shut out for a fourth time during the skid. "And the only way 
we get into any light is keeping the fight in the team and sticking together. 
We're not going to get any outside help or pity." 

With no experienced president of hockey ops to turn to, we pity the plight 
of Adams here. We do. 

Caught between an ill-advised ownership group (Terry and Kim Pegula) 
and a rookie interim coach (the suddenly promoted Don Granato), 
Adams put on a brave face and said mostly the right things after 
Krueger’s dismal record — 36-49-12, with a minus-59 goal differential — 
forced his hand. 

To his credit, Adams did not act like the meme dog with the top hat 
sipping coffee as the house burns down around him. 

This is not fine. And the first step to solving the problem is acknowledging 
how deep the rotten runs. 

"We have to be better in every single area of this organization. It starts 
with me. I need to manage better," Adams said. "We need to coach 
better. We need to scout better. We need to develop players better. We 
need to practise better. I mean, you name it, we need to do it better. 
Period." 

Adams went on: "There has to be a pride that goes with putting on a 
Buffalo Sabres jersey. There has to be a pride of showing up every day 
and being a National Hockey League player, of looking around and 
saying, ‘I'm one of the 700 [or so] to get to do this every day.’ And that 
has to be something that just is inside you and drives you to be better 
every single day. To love to look around the city of Buffalo and see 
Sabres hats and signs and people wearing jerseys — that matters, and 
that has to be within the DNA of our team." 

In a month that has also seen Darryl Sutter drive from the farm to the 
bench, the conclusion of the Krueger experience is both a failure for the 
out-of-the-box bench hires and another example that coaching can’t 
solve what ails this roster. 

Face of the franchise Jack Eichel raved about Krueger in Year 1 of his 
transition from European soccer back to North American hockey, then 
put up an MVP-conversation performance in 2019-20. Krueger played an 
integral role helping Adams recruit fellow ex-Oiler Taylor Hall in the 2020 
off-season. 

But injuries, a harsh bout of COVID, mediocre goaltending, a treacherous 
East division and multiple cap-crushing contracts conspired to turn a bad 
team worse. 

Again, the coach — one Adams maintains the players love and respect 
(and, yet, did not play hard for?) — takes the fall. 

The PegulEra began in 2011 and has mowed through six coaches 
already: Lindy Ruff, Ron Rolston, Ted Nolan, Dan Bylsma, Phil Housley 
and Krueger. 

Krueger will still collect a $3.75-million salary through 2021-22, as the 
search for his replacement begins immediately. Adams, who will also be 
hiring an assistant GM, refuses to put a timeline or a list of qualifications 
on that hire. 

"This is about getting the right person — and it’s critical," Adams said. "I 
do believe every crisis is an opportunity for positive change." 

For an executive who was told to fire 22 staff members upon his own hire 
in June, more change is coming. 

Adams is open for business at the trade deadline, and he noted the 
volume of calls coming his way. 

The GM’s own first two significant acquisitions, Taylor Hall and Eric 
Staal, must be flipped into longer-term assets, and conversations 
regarding potentially waving Hall’s no-move clause have begun. 

"We're open to anything and everything," Adams said. 

The less urgent but more important matter surrounding the rebuild of the 
rebuild is the future of superstar Eichel, under contract through 2026. His 
no-move clause, however, kicks in after the 2021-22 season. 

Adams informed his captain of Krueger’s firing Wednesday morning but 
did not divulge Eichel’s reaction. The GM also bobbed and weaved when 
asked directly about the speculation surrounding Eichel’s future in 
Buffalo, home of the NHL’s longest playoff drought. 

"From the beginning, one of the things I said was, building a relationship 
with Jack was important. We've spoken at length in the off-season and 
into the season," Adams said. "Jack knows my door’s always open. We 
talk regular." 

The Eichel issue, much like the Krueger issue, boils down to one thing: 
winning. 

Adams has called for more pride. But can pride exist without wins? 

"Let's not overcomplicate this," Adams said. "We want to be better. We 
have to be better. And we will be better." 

They better be better. 

Because it can’t get much worse… can it? 
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Sportsnet.ca / Canadiens mid-season report: Consistency key after 
turbulent first half 

 

Eric Engels@EricEngels 

March 17, 2021, 10:50 AM 

 

The Montreal Canadiens have been hard to get a proper read on through 
half of this abbreviated season. 

They’re a team that won seven of its first 10 games before losing 12 of 
the next 18. They’re a team that still picked up points in five of those 12 
losses but failed to grab a single extra one available in those games. A 
team that had goaltending and identity crises that led to an extended 
losing spell and several changes to the coaching staff, but one that has 
been in a playoff spot all the way through. 

They’re good, but flawed. They’re deep at every position, but shallow in 
game-breaking talent. 

This is stuff we knew about the Canadiens going into the season, stuff 
even general manager Marc Bergevin knew when he said prior to the 
start, “We mean business, we’re here to win, and we can play anyway 
you want.” 

He said on Tuesday, during his mid-season press briefing, that his belief 
in that statement hasn’t wavered, despite the inconsistency from the 
Canadiens he’s seen to date. 

“It did not change,” Bergevin said. “It’s a tough league. Every night it’s a 
battle, and I expect the same down the road. We have to make the 
playoffs. I feel we have a team to make the playoffs. And once we get in, 
I feel anything is possible. Like I said, it’s hard. I call it a one-goal league. 
Every night it’s a one-goal league…” 

He referenced his goaltending duo of Carey Price and Jake Allen as a 
reason to believe the Canadiens will more often than not allow one less 
than their opponents. He said that his young centres — Jesperi 
Kotkaniemi (20), Nick Suzuki (21) and Jake Evans (a 24-year-old rookie) 
— have gone through typical ups and downs but are fighting through 
them and progressing. And he re-affirmed that expectations for the team 
remain as high as they were at any point over the last three months. 

But Bergevin also essentially said that he doesn’t see much difference 
between the Canadiens and every other team he considers to be good. 

“I was speaking to another GM who has a very good hockey team, and 
he was saying to me, ‘One day we play well and the next day I don’t 
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recognize my team. I can’t understand how we have such ups and 
downs,’” he said. “There’s lots of teams going through the same thing. 
Philadelphia has had tough periods, but I think they’re a good team. In 
general, I don’t know if it’s just the parity but, mentally, certain teams are 
having a harder time with the bubble and all the Covid restrictions. But, at 
the same time, there’s 31 teams in the same position. 

“Anyways, we’re not the only team going through it. Even Toronto has 
lost five of six and they’re a very good hockey team. We look just at the 
Canadiens, and me too, but I’m also trying to evaluate what’s going on 
around the NHL and there’s a lot of things that look the same.” 

Now it’s time to see if his team can differentiate itself. 

With the exception of Ben Chiarot, who will miss the next six weeks as he 
recovers from a fractured right hand, the Canadiens are healthy. There’s 
a chance they’ll be bolstered ahead of the trade deadline, if Bergevin can 
clear enough cap space to fill some key needs. They’ve also found their 
footing in the new system Dominique Ducharme has installed since 
taking over as head coach for Claude Julien three weeks ago. 

And if the Canadiens are who Bergevin believes they are, it’s time for 
them to show it. 

“What I want to see from my team is consistency in the system,” said 
Montreal centre Phillip Danault, who may as well have been speaking for 
Bergevin, Ducharme, the rest of the coaches, his teammates and all 
Canadiens fans when he spoke on Tuesday. “Doing all those little things 
that Dom’s asking — it works. So, just gotta apply it for the next 28 
games.” 

Key team stats 

Team Record: 13-8-7, (3rd in points percentage in the North Division) 

Goals for: 3.21 per game (10th-highest in the NHL) 

Goals against: 2.61 per game (9th-lowest in the NHL) 

Power play: 22.1 per cent (13th-best in the NHL) 

Penalty kill: 76.2 per cent (22nd-best in the NHL) 

Best surprise: Joel Edmundson 

How many people celebrated when this 27-year-old, whose rights were 
traded from the Carolina Hurricanes to the Canadiens for a fifth-round 
pick, signed a four-year, $14-million contract? 

Bergevin seemed excited to be getting a six-foot-four, 227-pound Stanley 
Cup winner who plays like you’d want a player his size to play but also 
skates better than most players his size do. The Canadiens were pretty 
jazzed about it, too. And we agreed with an executive who texted us right 
away to tell us he thought this was a good deal. 

But several in the analytics community called it a disaster, and fans piled 
on after Edmundson struggled to adjust to Montreal’s system within his 
first game in bleu, blanc et rouge. 

He’s since proven to be a perfect partner for Jeff Petry and is an NHL-
leading plus-26 despite matching up nightly against some of the league’s 
best forwards featured in the North Division. 

Edmundson also has a goal and eight points, which puts him on pace to 
land just four points shy of his career-high of 20 in 68 games last season. 

Tyler Toffoli, who signed a four-year, $17-million deal is a close second 
in the “best surprise” category. Granted, we knew he’d score goals — it’s 
why he was signed and what he’s done to great effect throughout his 
nine-year NHL career — but 17 in 28 games has him on pace to surpass 
his career-high (31 goals in 82 games in 2016) before he even reaches 
Game 56. 

It’s Price, but with a caveat. Because he was sub-.900 in save 
percentage through his first 12 starts, costing Stephane Waite his job, but 
he’s since posted a .950 save percentage over his last six and appears 
to be heeding the advice of new goaltending coach Sean Burke. 

At least Price turned it around at some point, which is not what you would 
say of the penalty kill. 

Granted, the struggles in this department to start can at least be partially 
tied to Price’s early season struggles. 

But the penalty kill hasn’t improved despite Price’s recent strong play. 
And it’s arguably the biggest disappointment, regardless of how good the 
power plays are in this division, because the Canadiens have so many 
players suited to killing penalties who are playing in front of two excellent 
goaltenders. 

Ducharme said the strategy, overseen by defence coach Luke 
Richardson, didn’t need to change. But it’s the same strategy that led the 
Canadiens to being sub-standard in this department last season and 
they’ve done even worse there since. 

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 question for the second half: Can the Canadiens prove Bergevin 
right? 

Provided they stay relatively healthy, the Canadiens have a chance to 
prove they’re exactly who Bergevin said they were before this season got 
underway. 

Assistant captain Brendan Gallagher said over the weekend that he 
believes they’ll do it. 

“I wouldn’t be playing if I don’t believe that we can eventually be a 
Stanley Cup champion team,” he said. “Every single year I talk to you 
guys, that’s the goal. Have we had better chances in the past? I don’t 
know if we have. I think this might be — depth-wise, talent-wise — the 
best team I’ve been able to play on. And I’ve played on some really good 
teams that went deep in the playoffs and kind had what it took… 

“For me, when I look at this roster, there’s really no excuse for us to not 
be competing for the ultimate prize at the end of the year. I have a lot of 
confidence in this group, I have a lot of confidence in the players we have 
to get the job done. And I think what gives me that confidence is we have 
a lot of guys that, when we go through tough times, respond the right 
way. And we’re going to deal with a lot more of it as the season goes on. 
When you look at the character of this locker room, I really have a strong 
belief in it and hopefully I’m right.” 
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Sportsnet.ca / Penguins' Burke: Tanev ejection was 'a clean hit all day 
long' 

 

Mike Johnston@MikeyJ_MMA 

March 17, 2021, 4:25 PM 

 

Pittsburgh Penguins team president Brian Burke didn’t agree with the 
major penalty and game misconduct handed out to forward Brandon 
Tanev during Tuesday’s 2-1 regulation loss to the Boston Bruins. 

Tanev was assessed a five-minute penalty for boarding and was tossed 
from the game midway through the second period for delivering an open-
ice hit that resulted in Bruins defenceman Jarred Tinordi sustaining an 
upper-body injury. 

Burke, who was hired by the Penguins in February, was a guest on 
Tuesday's edition of Hockey Central, where he discussed the play with 
former colleagues Jeff Marek and Justin Bourne. 

“If I were still working for Sportsnet, I would have the same view,” Burke 
said. “If I were working for the Boston Bruins, I would have the same 
view. That to me is a clean hit. 

“I don’t understand the major penalty. I don’t understand the minor 
penalty. It’s way far away from the boards. It’s not one of those ones 
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where you’re close enough to the boards and far enough away that 
you’re like, ‘Geez you can’t hit the guy there, you gotta let up.’ It’s a 
chest-to-chest hit. There’s no shove. There’s no high stick. There’s no 
elevation. That’s a clean hit all day long for me. It’s not even a minor 
penalty.” 

Burke was not in attendance at Tuesday’s game but was watching on TV 
and thought the major penalty would be overturned following a review. 
But that didn’t happen. 

Penguins captain Sidney Crosby spoke to reporters and expressed some 
confusion over how the game was called. 

“I hope as players we get some clarity on what’s a good hit and what’s 
not,” Crosby said during in his post-game media availability. “It’s tough to 
really gauge when you’re out there. I know it’s fast, but right now, it’s 
really hard to know what is in fact clean and what’s not. And when you’re 
out there playing, it’s important that you do know that.” 

Prior to Tanev’s hit on Tinordi, Evgeni Malkin was on the receiving end of 
a Tinordi check that resulted in Malkin leaving the game, yet no penalty 
was called. 

“I don’t think (Tanev) had any intent there,” Crosby said. “I hope Tinordi’s 
OK. He went in pretty awkward. But I don’t think there was any intent. I 
thought he hit him clean. He hit him timely as far as the puck being there. 
(Tinordi) did go in awkwardly, so you never like to see that. But I didn’t 
think it warranted a five-minute (penalty).” 

Tanev scored his team’s lone goal prior to his ejection. 

“That’s a clean hit and I’d say the same thing if it was my player that got 
hit,” Burke added. 

The Penguins have gone 13-5-0 since the team hired Burke and new 
general manager Ron Hextall roughly five weeks ago. 
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Sportsnet.ca / Breaking down the major NHL awards candidates at mid-
season 

 

Justin Bourne@jtbourne 

March 17, 2021, 1:04 PM 

 

We made it! We've arrived at the halfway mark of the 2020-21 NHL 
season without complete disaster, as long as you’re willing to look past 
that burning dumpster over there with the Sabres logo on it. 

I’m a voting member of the Professional Hockey Writers Association, so it 
only makes sense around this time to start considering some front-
runners for awards around the NHL. Below are those leaders, with some 
explanation for each below. (I’ve left out the Rocket Richard Trophy and 
the Art Ross, as the players vote for those with each puck they put in the 
back of the net.) 

HART TROPHY 

1. Connor McDavid, Edmonton 

2. Auston Matthews, Toronto 

3. Andrei Vasilevskiy, Tampa Bay 

4. Patrick Kane, Chicago 

5. Aleksander Barkov, Florida/Nathan MacKinnon, Colorado 

Breaking news: The best player in the world in his prime is playing like 
the best player in the world. We’ll keep the conversation about the top 
spot short, as McDavid’s leading the league in points by a sizeable 
margin, which pairs nicely with the eye test of him turning defenders into 

ghosts any time he’s able to take three unencumbered strides through 
the neutral zone without getting tackled. He leads the league in my own 
made up “offensive rush” stat: defenders-not-even-able-to-touch-his-
jersey-per-60. 

Beyond that I think Matthews has been an absolute driving force for the 
division-leading Leafs, a constant threat that makes everyone around him 
better to a nearly immeasurable degree. Vasilevskiy is the best goalie in 
the world, full stop, and is a huge reason Tampa Bay is Tampa Bay yet 
again. And the Blackhawks are overachieving based on good 
goaltending and Kane continuing to produce like few on earth can. 

Barkov and MacKinnon mostly suffer from lack of exposure. I watch a lot 
of Colorado and it’s just constantly apparent how heavily that team’s 
success is hitched to MacKinnon (who’ve I’ve twice voted as league 
MVP, seeing him lose to Taylor Hall and Leon Draisaitl). Barkov is going 
to come up again in a second here, so maybe let’s get to that. 

McDavid makes insane no-look between the legs pass on Draisaitl's hat 
trick goal 

SELKE TROPHY 

1. Aleksander Barkov, Florida 

2. A bunch of other players, including: Mark Stone, Brad Marchand, Joel 
Eriksson-Ek, Phillip Danault, Joe Pavelski, Anthony Cirelli, Patrice 
Bergeron, Ryan O’Reilly, Zach Hyman. 

More than any other award, I believe Selke suffers from small sample 
size. Defensive contribution is so tough to measure, as many hockey 
analysts will tell you it’s about doing the “little things” right. And since it 
takes the consistent application of those “little things” to reveal 
themselves as valuable over a whole season, declaring someone the 
“best defensive forward in the NHL” after 30 or less games is near 
impossible. That list, then, is comprised of those off to a good start 
combined with those who we know already exhibit those attributes. 

But, this is Barkov’s year to win it for me if he keeps playing like this. He 
drives all “advanced” stats in the right direction. The Panthers control 
roughly two-thirds of the expected goals when Barkov is on the rink, 
which is pretty absurd. He’s one of the best forwards in defensive impact 
on the PK. He plays the toughest minutes for the Panthers. As I said, I 
have him at No. 1, and then like in cycling, a chase group behind. 

VEZINA TROPHY 

This one is heavily influenced by numbers each year, and the PHWA 
doesn’t vote on it (the GMs, knowers of all things goaltending -- wink, 
wink -- vote on this one). 

1. Andrei Vasilevskiy, Tampa Bay (in a landslide) 

2. Marc-Andre Fleury, Vegas 

3. Connor Hellebuyck, Winnipeg 

4. Semyon Varlamov, NY Islanders 

5. Thatcher Demko, Vancouver (surprisingly, his “goals saved above 
expected” is third-best in the league). 

Fleury’s re-emergence as a Vezina candidate for Vegas is a lot of fun, 
and the return of Bubble Demko has given the Canucks and their fans 
hope, rightly or wrongly. All worthy candidates above. One clear leader. 

CALDER TROPHY 

We don’t have what I would term a “runaway” for this award at this point, 
but there are a handful of worthy nominees. I’ve got it like this so far: 

1. Kirill Kaprizov, Minnesota 

2. Kevin Lankinen, Chicago 

3. Kaapo Kahkonen, Minnesota 

4. Tim Stützle, Ottawa 

5. Igor Shesterkin, NY Rangers 

Kaprizov isn’t the youngest rookie -- he turns 24 this season -- but he has 
been the most impactful on a team that badly needed his impact. 
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Kaprizov has breathed a little bit of pop and excitement into a team that’s 
lacked it for, well, basically ever. Combine Kaprizov with the guy I’ve got 
third on this list (goaltender Kahkonen), and the two have elevated the 
Wild to unexpected heights. 

The biggest surprise on this list isn’t so much a name on it (Kevin 
Lankinen, for example), it’s who isn’t on it. No. 1 overall pick Alexis 
Lafreniere has had a surprisingly quiet campaign to date, which more 
than anything goes to show just how impressive it is to excel in your first 
season in the NHL (particularly at a young age). Lafreniere is stuck on 
seven points, having gone pointless in his last six outings. 

I have listed three goalies (I bet Shesterkin tops that group by season’s 
end), and two players I consider must-see TV right now. Stützle is 
absolute fire so far for the Senators. 

Kaprizov skates a lap around entire Coyotes team before scoring 

NORRIS TROPHY 

1. Victor Hedman, Tampa Bay 

2. Cale Makar, Colorado 

3. Charlie McAvoy, Boston 

4. Jeff Petry, Montreal 

5. Adam Pelech, NY Islanders 

This is a bit like the Selke for me -- so hard to know after just 30 games. 
What I do know is I believe Victor Hedman to be the best defenceman in 
the world, and he’s playing like it yet again. Cale Makar and Charlie 
McAvoy’s selections are at least partly analytically based, partly based 
on how important they are to their respective teams, and partly the ol’ 
eye test -- how dynamic and in control of the game they seem every time 
I see them play. 

In spots four and five, I almost consider those placeholders for a dozen 
names right now, but if they’d played just as well for the next 30 games 
they’d lock in those spots. At worst those votes today are honourable 
mentions for players having excellent years who deserve more love. 

Petry has piled up numbers and seems to be tracking to play as much 
TOI as the guy who usually gets the nod in these conversations, Shea 
Weber. And Adam Pelech is in the top-five in the NHL (among D) in 
expected goals percentage, with his subtle impact constantly tipping the 
run of play back down towards the opposing goal. He’s a huge reason 
the Isles are legitimately as defensively stout as their reputation. 

JACK ADAMS AWARD 

And finally, there’s the Jack Adams Award, another one the writers don’t 
vote on. A week back I tweeted this: 

In retrospect, I probably oversold Colliton (good goaltending can take a 
team a long way), and undersold Brind’Amour (the Canes have had a 
weird, COVID-tinged season and persevered through it all), but the 
sentiment mostly remains the same. There’s at least a half-dozen guys in 
the mix, with no one all that clearly in the driver’s seat. 

For my own purposes, I’ll note that when it comes down to actual voting 
time, I’ll be cracking into more video from around the league. There’s no 
doubt the Canadian Division has sucked up the bulk of digital ink around 
these parts, and so I’ll be making an effort to ensure I’ve seen every 
player enough times to be confident in my decision-making. 

Let us know in the comments below who you think deserves more love 
for these awards, and enjoy the season’s second half! 
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Trade Bait: Examining the NHL’s buyers and sellers ahead of 
TradeCentre 

 

By Frank Seravalli 

TSN Senior Hockey Reporter 

 

The list of potentially limiting factors ahead of the National Hockey 
League’s April 12 trade deadline is not a short one. There are salary cap 
constraints, budgetary influences and, yes, quarantine restrictions – all of 
which could curtail the action. 

Then there is the market itself. 

As one GM asked this week: How many teams are actually buying? 
Turns out, the number of firm buyers seems to be down this season. 

The reason could be any one of the above. It could also be the pure 
intra-divisional play format, which has created a clearer dichotomy of 
teams than the usual conference format. 

Or it could be that without fans in most buildings, there is limited financial 
incentive for GMs to pull off a trade that might win an extra round. 

In most years, an extra round of home games could mean anywhere 
from $4 million to $10 million in additional revenue on the bottom line. 
Managers aren’t facing the same pressure, and that means more teams 
than usual are neutral on the deadline – neither buyers nor sellers. 

With that in mind, here is our list of buyers: 

1. Toronto Maple Leafs: GM Kyle Dubas hopes to make a trade ASAP? 
Check. Willing to trade a top prospect? Yep. Would prefer a rental 
player? Indeed. Primary goal: A middle-six forward? Yes, the Leafs 
check all of the classic buyer boxes as they attempt to make hay in a 
unique year before some roster surgery is required with Zach Hyman and 
Frederik Andersen as pending free agents. 

2. Winnipeg Jets: GM Kevin Cheveldayoff also wasn’t shy this week in 
hiding his intention to add to the Jets. He’d prefer a rental defenceman, 
primarily for Expansion Draft considerations. The thinking is that 
Winnipeg is in need of a shut-off valve, a blueliner who can break up the 
cycle and get the puck quickly to the high-octane forwards that fuel the 
Jets. 

3. New York Islanders: The Islanders were looking for help before 
announcing captain Anders Lee would miss the remainder of the season 
on Wednesday with a torn ACL. Now GM Lou Lamoriello confirmed they 
would be aggressive with $5.5 million in LTIR space: “We’re always 
trying to find a scoring a scoring winger, even without Anders’ situation. If 
we can, we will.” 

4. Carolina Hurricanes: The red-hot Canes are third in the Central and 
fourth in the entire league in points percentage. What most people don’t 
realize about Carolina, which made three deadline day deals last 
February, is that they are more open to change and more eager to sniff 
around for opportunities to improve than most. 

5. Vegas Golden Knights: The Golden Knights have proven to be the 
gold standard in the West Division through the first half of the season. 
They’ve got the second-best goal differential in the league, a great 
goaltender, and they pack a scoring punch. The only area Vegas seems 
not quite up to Stanley Cup standard is down the middle. 

6. Colorado Avalanche: It’s been an odd, injury-filled year for one of the 
Stanley Cup favourites. It’s difficult to imagine GM Joe Sakic not pulling 
the trigger on a trade between now and April 12, particularly in net, to 
help support Philipp Grubauer in case of another untimely injury. We 
shall see. 

7. Philadelphia Flyers: This is the season that the Flyers were supposed 
to take the next step. Right now, they’re on the outside, looking in at a 
playoff spot. GM Chuck Fletcher seems smitten with a defenceman 
(Mattias Ekholm?) to properly replace Matt Niskanen. It’s a delicate 
dance in the East, where the line is so thin between missing and 
potentially reaching Round 3. 

8. Boston Bruins: The Bruins are blurring that same line as the Flyers, 
both competing for the same spot. It’s been a transition year on the 
backend in Boston, but this is the final year of David Krejci’s and Tuukka 
Rask’s deal, Patrice Bergeron turns 36 in the summer, and Brad 
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Marchand turns 33. There aren’t going to be many more kicks at Lord 
Stanley’s can with this core as currently constituted. 

Then there is a smaller list of “soft” buyers searching for specific needs: 

Edmonton Oilers: In need of either a scoring left winger or a second-
pairing left-shooting defenceman, but the Oilers are not interested in 
rentals and not willing to move draft picks. Tough spot. 

Calgary Flames: GM Brad Treliving has been seeking an impact right-
shooting winger for months after trying Josh Leivo and Dominik Simon, 
but the prices are high, and the Flames have their work cut out for them 
in the standings. 

Washington Capitals: Rather than nibble around the edges with depth 
forwards or defencemen, the Caps are keeping an eye on their young 
goaltending. Ilya Samsonov and Vitek Vanecek have carried the ball, but 
they have a combined zero playoff starts between them. 

Pittsburgh Penguins: Pittsburgh’s goaltending has improved in recent 
weeks, so it’s possible new GM Ron Hextall targets forward depth help – 
with little interest in moving future assets. 

St. Louis Blues: The Blues have a chance to soon look like a different 
team. Vladimir Tarasenko is back, Jaden Schwartz, Robert Thomas, 
Tyler Bozak, Colton Parayko and Ivan Barbashev are all working their 
way there. They might not need anyone. 

Tampa Bay Lightning: “We have literally zero cap space,” GM Julien 
BriseBois said recently. And it might be more difficult if Nikita Kucherov is 
healthy before the season ends and the Lightning must find a way to fit 
him into the cap in order to be able to use him for the playoffs. 

Neutral Trade Deadline Teams: Montreal Canadiens, Minnesota Wild, 
Dallas Stars, Florida Panthers, Los Angeles Kings, Chicago Blackhawks, 
New York Rangers. 

Sellers: Ottawa Senators, Vancouver Canucks, Anaheim Ducks, Arizona 
Coyotes, Buffalo Sabres, Columbus Blue Jackets, Detroit Red Wings, 
Nashville Predators, New Jersey Devils, San Jose Sharks. 

So, who is available? 

Here is TSN Hockey’s latest Trade Bait board, which always seeks to 
blend a player’s prominence with his likelihood of a trade. 
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TSN.CA / Galchenyuk appears close to making Maple Leafs debut 

 

By Kristen Shilton 

 

TORONTO — Alex Galchenyuk isn’t looking for guarantees from the 
Maple Leafs on when he might finally step into the lineup. But if 
Wednesday’s practice was any indication, the veteran winger is close to 
his Toronto debut.  

Toronto recalled Galchenyuk from the AHL Marlies just before 
Wednesday's session began, and coach Sheldon Keefe slotted him 
directly on to the Leafs’ second line with John Tavares and William 
Nylander. 

Galchenyuk has been primarily in the American Hockey League since 
Toronto acquired him via trade with Carolina on Feb. 15, and the 
promotion was a testament to his hard work.   

“He's been very humble going down, [especially] for a guy that's never 
played in the AHL,” Keefe said to reporters on a post-practice Zoom call. 
“The staff down there, they can't say enough good things about how he's 
handled himself and put the work in and how he's engaged with all the 
other players. We’re thrilled to have him, and thrilled with how he's 

conducted himself. The organization has put a lot of time and effort into 
him, and he's received it very well.” 

Keefe noted players don't always take well to minor-league stints, but 
Galchenyuk seemed to relish the reset.  

In recent years, the 27-year-old has been through a host of ups and 
downs. Drafted in the first round, third overall, by Montreal in the 2012 
NHL Entry Draft, Galchenyuk enjoyed six productive seasons with the 
Canadiens before being traded to Arizona in June 2018. One year later, 
he was moved to Pittsburgh, and in Feb. 2020 was traded to Minnesota. 

Galchenyuk signed as a free agent with Ottawa in Oct. 2020, only to be 
traded once again on Feb. 13 to Carolina. The Hurricanes subsequently 
placed Galchenyuk on waivers, then orchestrated a trade that sent him to 
Toronto for Yegor Korshkov and David Warsofsky after he cleared. 

Despite Galchenyuk having 557 NHL games under his belt, with 136 
goals and 321 points to his credit, the Leafs didn’t rush him into service. 
He was first assigned to work with their skill coaches, including skating 
consultant Barb Underhill, before beginning a six-game stint with the 
Marlies. 

Galchenyuk shone there on the team’s top line with Nic Petan and Alex 
Barabanov, recording two goals and eight points before Wednesday’s 
recall. 

“I'm happy that I kept progressing with each game,” Galchenyuk said of 
his AHL play. "It keeps getting better and better. I played a lot of ice time, 
played in a lot of different situations, and I haven't done that in a year or 
so. To go down there and find my game and to bring it here, that was 
huge for me.” 

It could also be big for Toronto’s forward depth, which took a hit on 
Wednesday when Jimmy Vesey was claimed off waivers by Vancouver. 

The Leafs were looking for some cap and roster flexibility when they put 
Vesey on the wire, and according to CapFriendly have now freed up 
approximately $333,519 in space ahead of the April 12 trade deadline. 

General manager Kyle Dubas spoke with media on Tuesday, making it 
clear that Toronto is ready to deal, with “most of the conversations 
focused on [acquiring] forwards right now.” 

Before any moves get made, it would make sense for the Leafs to take a 
look at what they potentially have in Galchenyuk, who is playing on a 
one-year, $1.05 million contract. 

Already the club has gone out of its way to make Galchenyuk feel part of 
the team. 

“I'm really comfortable here in Toronto and with the organization,” he 
said. “The time they're putting in to work on me and get my game back 
where it needs to be, it's amazing. I really appreciate it and I'm just going 
keep sticking to it and do my best.” 

As Galchenyuk eyes his opportunity in the Leafs’ lineup come Friday or 
Saturday against Calgary, Wayne Simmonds is nearing a return from 
injury. It’s been nearly six weeks since the winger broke his wrist against 
Vancouver on Feb. 6, and Wednesday was Simmonds’ first practice 
since the injury. 

Keefe had Simmonds slotted on the fourth line with Pierre Engvall and 
Jason Spezza, but the jury is still out on his weekend availability.  

“I think when you come back from a wrist injury, you want to be cognizant 
that you can make every single movement that's required,” Simmonds 
said. “[If you] jump into it too quickly you're going to leave the team short-
handed with a guy who's not necessarily being used the way he should 
be used. Making sure I can handle my own area [is key], whether that's 
shooting or playing pucks on the wall with confidence. If they allow me to 
go, maybe I'll be able to go but for now we're just playing it by ear.” 

Simmonds had been steadily building momentum prior to getting hurt, 
recording five goals in six games (including two on the night on his 
injury). Through the Leafs’ first six games of the season, Simmonds had 
zero points.  

His return could also be a boost for Toronto’s lagging power play. Since 
Simmonds has been out, the Leafs are 11th overall with the extra man 
(22.9 per cent), compared to second overall (38.5 per) in the 12 games 
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when he was dressed. In a net-front role, Simmonds has added three 
goals this season on the power play. 

“I felt like I was starting to get into a little bit of a groove there,” 
Simmonds said. “It’s hockey; sometimes people get hurt, so that was 
unfortunate. But I think the boys have done a pretty good job of being 
lively. I’ve tried to get in with the boys as much as I possibly could over 
the last four or five weeks here and mix it up, just to keep my sanity [too], 
and try to add a little bit to the group as well.” 

Toronto has another day of practice scheduled for Thursday before 
Keefe has to make any decisions for Friday’s game. In addition to seeing 
how Simmonds’ wrist is feeling, the status of goaltender Jack Campbell 
will also have an impact on the Leafs’ roster plans.  

Campbell originally injured his leg in a start on Jan. 24, and then re-
aggravated the issue in his first game back on Feb. 27. The netminder 
hasn’t suited up since due to the nagging nature of the problem, but 
there’s a possibility he’ll be ready to play in the second half of the Leafs’ 
back-to-back on Saturday.  

Getting any injured bodies back would be a boost for Toronto. The Leafs 
entered this four-day break from game action on a two-game losing 
streak, and are 1-5-0 in their past six.  

Keefe gave his group Monday and Tuesday off to rest, and let them know 
now is the time to work. 

“I'm certainly hopeful that [the down time is] going to do a great deal to 
reset the group,” Keefe said. "The expectation is whatever it might have 
been that has caused us to dip a little bit here – whether it's fatigue, 
execution, habits, mental mistakes, whatever it is – between the practice 
time, and the rest, our perspective is that those things should be fixed, 
and we should be back to playing at our best.” 
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USA TODAY / NHL second-half predictions: On trades, MVP, Stanley 
Cup winner 

 

Jimmy Hascup 

USA TODAY 

 

The shortened and more compact 2021 NHL season has made mid-
March the halfway point. 

As of this writing, the Tampa Bay Lightning, Washington Capitals, 
Toronto Maple Leafs and Vegas Golden Knights were leading their 
divisions. The Buffalo Sabres (16 points) sit at the bottom of the league. 

Connor McDavid (53 points), Auston Matthews (21 goals), Marc-Andre 
Fleury (.936 save percentage) and Andrei Vasilevskiy (18 wins) lead the 
league in their respective categories. 

But as teams and players get more acclimated to COVID-19 protocols 
and intra-division play, what will happen in the second half? USA TODAY 
Sports' NHL experts make some predictions on a variety of topics.  

Winners and losers:What stood out in first half of NHL season 

Biggest name to be traded 

Sabres center Eric Staal: In the final year of his deal and with 10 points in 
28 games, the 36-year-old could be a perfect center for a contending 
team that is looking for depth down the middle and playoff experience. – 
Jimmy Hascup 

Predators defenseman Mattias Ekholm: Nashville may choose to move 
him for assets to help them in the upcoming expansion draft. He'll be 
attractive because he is signed through next season as a reasonable 

$3.75 million cap hit. The Predators could get a nice return for him. – 
Mike Brehm 

Sabres winger Taylor Hall: This marriage is not working for either side. 
The 2017-18 NHL MVP and former No. 1 overall pick has just two goals 
in 28 games but it seems impossible for the 29-year-old to have fallen 
that far off the cliff. A free agent again this upcoming offseason, Hall will 
surely be itching to prove his worth on a contending team to boost his 
own stock. For the Sabres, getting literally anything for Hall before he 
(likely) walks is essential to helping this long-term rebuild. – Jace Evans 

Team that will improve in standings the most 

Dallas Stars: They have played the fewest games (25) in the NHL 
because of two pauses, so they have the most upside to gain in the 
standings. According to Natural Stat Trick, the Stars rank among the top 
third in expected goals for percentage and puck possession. Good things 
could be on the way. – Hascup 

Calgary Flames: Their early season play didn't seem to match their talent 
level. But that changed when coach Geoff Ward was fired and Darryl 
Sutter was hired for a second stint. The Flames are playing better 
defensively, important in a division with high-powered players. They 
should rise to a playoff spot. – Brehm 

Boston Bruins: A small regression was probably expected after the 
Bruins lost a number of pieces from last year's Presidents' Trophy-
winning team. Still, it's a bit of a surprise to see this team in fourth in the 
East Division. But good news is on the horizon: Boston has yet to play 
the Buffalo Sabres this season. Eight contests against the league's worst 
team (in addition to four more against the dreadful Devils) should send 
the Bruins shooting up the standings in a hurry. – Evans 

Team that will drop in the standings the most 

Chicago Blackhawks: While their 14-11-5 record has been among the 
best early surprises, it has come with a goal differential of -6 and 
underlying metrics that don't point to a dominant team. – Hascup 

Toronto Maple Leafs: They're not as formidable with Matthews playing 
through an injured wrist. They won't drop out of the playoffs, but they 
could lose the division lead. A lot depends on GM Kyle Dubas, who said 
he'd be willing to trade a top prospect for help. – Brehm 

New York Islanders: A recent nine-game winning streak was impressive, 
but it should be noted that seven of their wins in that run came against 
the Sabres and Devils. The Islanders won't see either of those cellar-
dwelling teams again until the final four games of the season. More 
losses seem in their future facing stiffer competition on a nightly basis, 
but the Islanders overall are still in great shape to make the playoffs 
again. – Evans 

Stanley Cup winner 

Colorado Avalanche: The Avalanche, who are in third place in the West 
Division, are one point out of second place and three points back of first-
place Vegas. They are in third mainly because the second-place Wild 
have surprised. Colorado, my preseason pick for the Cup, is still 
dangerous. – Hascup 

Avalanche: I, too, had them as my preseason pick. The Avs have also 
been hurt by injuries to Nathan MacKinnon and Cale Makar. MacKinnon 
is back, Makar is trending that way and goalie Philipp Grubauer was just 
named player of the week. – Brehm 

Golden Knights: Vegas was my pick to win it all before the season and to 
this point the Golden Knights have given me no reason to waver on that 
prediction. The Knights are balanced on offense, but it's on defense 
where they've been most impressive. Thanks to the re-emergence of 
Marc-Andre Fleury, who has a league-high four shutouts and leads the 
NHL in both save percentage and goals-against average, the Golden 
Knights have allowed the fewest goals in the league.  – Evans 

Next coach to be fired 

San Jose Sharks' Bob Boughner: The problem with the Sharks is that 
they don't seem to have a clear plan for their direction. They are not good 
enough to contend yet they have a mix of youth and veterans. A poor 
second half could mean Boughner takes the fall. – Hascup 
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Anaheim Ducks' Dallas Eakins: They're in the bottom five in goals, goals 
against, shots and power play. Plus, they're 4-10-3 at home and have 
two wins in their 10 games.  – Brehm 

Arizona Coyotes' Rick Tocchet: As has been a theme in Tocchet's 
tenure, the Coyotes struggle to score and their playoff hopes are 
dimming after four consecutive losses, two coming via shutout. This is a 
franchise in need of a reset so the Coyotes — who hired a new GM in 
September — parting ways with Tocchet would hardly be surprising. – 
Evans 

Bold prediction 

See below. – Hascup 

Connor McDavid will get 100 points: It will be tight. He's on pace for 96, 
and he has only two games left against the Ottawa Senators (whom he 
has 16 points against in seven games). But he also has put up good 
numbers against the Winnipeg Jets, Vancouver Canucks and Flames. 
Another PLUS: Coach Dave Tippett likes to put McDavid and Leon 
Draisaitl together at times, and their chemistry is tremendous. – Brehm 

Flyers will miss the playoffs: One good team is going to miss the playoffs 
in the East Division this year and I think it will be the Flyers. Currently in 
the fifth spot, Philadelphia has been hampered by a familiar problem: 
poor goaltending. Carter Hart has significantly regressed, sporting an 
.884 save percentage, and veteran Brian Elliott hasn't entirely been able 
to pick up the slack with a .904 save percentage of his own. – Evans 

MVP winner 

Chicago Blackhawks winger Patrick Kane: I know this is a crazy answer 
because I expect the Blackhawks to fall in the second half. But if they 
remain a playoff team, which is entirely possible in this weird season, 
Kane, whose 42 points rank third in the NHL, will be the primary reason. 
– Hascup 

Edmonton Oilers center Connor McDavid: The winner is often the 
league's top scorer who makes the playoffs. If McDavid finishes with 100 
points, he'll satisfy both parts and win his second Hart Trophy. – Brehm 

McDavid: McDavid is starting to open a decent lead in the points race, 
seven points clear of teammate and reigning NHL MVP Draisaitl and 11 
ahead of third-place Kane. He's also experiencing the best goals-per-
game showing of his career, tied for second in the league with 17 tallies. 
Edmonton's captain is the best offensive player in the game and the 
driving force for a seemingly playoff-bound Oilers team that frankly isn't 
all that good beyond their dynamic duo. – Jace Evans 
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USA TODAY / NHL winners and losers from first half of season 

 

Mike Brehm 

USA TODAY 

 

During the early part of the 2021 NHL season, COVID-19 dominated the 
headlines. 

Thirty-five games were postponed, and there were 59 players on the 
COVID-19 protocol list on Feb. 12.  

But things have turned around, with no recent COVID-related 
postponements and the list in the single digits. Fans are returning in 
limited numbers to many U.S. arenas. 

"We’ve been on this every day with the medical experts and enhancing 
our protocols, and it’s gotten us to a better place," NHL Commissioner 
Gary Bettman said. 

That has allowed the focus to be back on the ice. Who are the winners 
and losers of the first half of the NHL season? 

Winner: Vegas Golden Knights goalie Marc-Andre Fleury 

The Golden Knights held on to both of their high-priced goalies, and 
Fleury outplayed 2020 acquisition Robin Lehner early. He took off when 
Lehner was hurt. Fleury is in the running for the Vezina Trophy with a 
1.77 goals-against average and .934 save percentage. 

Loser: Philadelphia Flyers goalie Carter Hart 

He was in the Vezina Trophy equation entering this season after 
recording 24 wins, a 2.42 goals-against average and a .914 save 
percentage in 2019-20. But his struggles (3.62, .884) have been 
puzzling. He was lit up by the Boston Bruins in the Lake Tahoe game.  In 
a start against the Buffalo Sabres, he was pulled after giving three goals 
on eight shots. He made a couple big saves late in the Flyers' 5-4 
overtime win against the New York Rangers on Monday. "I definitely feel 
better, but I still have a lot of areas I need to keep working at," he told 
reporters. "It's just nice to get back in the win column." 

Winner: Florida Panthers 

They had the pieces with three-time Stanley Cup-winning coach Joel 
Quenneville, two-time Vezina Trophy-winning goalie Sergei Bobrovsky, 
star forwards Aleksander Barkov and Jonathan Huberdeau and former 
No. 1 overall pick Aaron Ekblad. They just needed time to jell. Newcomer 
Patric Hornqvist has provided gritty scoring and former American Hockey 
League standout Carter Verhaeghe was a good pickup. Chris Driedger's 
strong play in net gave Bobrovsky time to get back in form. 

Loser: Buffalo Sabres 

A mess that can't be explained solely by their COVID-19 pause. A team 
with Jack Eichel, Taylor Hall, Jeff Skinner and Eric Staal should be 
scoring more than a league-worst 2.07 goals per game. Those four, who 
combined for 85 goals in 2019-20, have totaled eight, three less than 
leading scorer Sam Reinhart. . And now Eichel is out for "the foreseeable 
future." The result is an 11-game losing streak, a league-worst 6-17-4 
record and a frustrated general manager Kevyn Adams. 

Winner: New York Islanders 

Coach Barry Trotz recently passed 1,700 career games, which speaks to 
his long-term success. The Islanders have followed up a berth in the 
Eastern Conference final with a nine-game winning streak to the top of 
the East Division. Trotz has the team playing crisp defense that has 
helped Semyon Varlamov and Ilya Sorokin combine for five shutouts. 
The offense took a while to get on track but has taken off, including a 
goal of the year candidate by Mathew Barzal. 

Loser: Washington Capitals' Tom Wilson 

Wilson lost more than $310,000 in pay when he was suspended for 
seven games for a hit that sent Bruins defenseman Brandon Carlo to an 
overnight stay in the hospital. He had reformed his game the past two 
years, but now he'll have to watch the level of his physical play because 
any further suspension in the next 18 months will carry a higher per-
game cost. 

Winner: NHL broadcast deal 

The NHL worked out a seven-year deal in which four of the next seven 
Stanley Cup Finals will air on ABC, and ESPN will become the primary 
cable and streaming partner starting in October. That will give extra 
exposure to hockey, especially important with NBCSN going away. The 
league will later announce a second broadcasting partner in the United 
States. 

Loser: Dallas Stars 

Their grade would be an incomplete. It's tough enough for a Stanley Cup 
runner-up to do well the following season. But the Stars have had to deal 
with bad luck, too. Their first four games postponed by COVID-19 and 
four were moved back because of power outages in Texas. They have 
plenty of games in hand, but they will need a long run to make the 
playoffs. Alexander Radulov's return from injury will help. 

Winner: Toronto Maple Leafs' Auston Matthews 
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He was generating Hart Trophy buzz when he scored 18 goals in his first 
18 games. Then he suffered a wrist injury on Feb. 24 that cost him two 
games. He went through a five-game goal drought as the sore wrist 
affected his shot before he got three goals in two games, including an 
overtime beauty. He'll continue to need to adjust his game because the 
Maple Leafs are 1-5 when he doesn't get a point. 

Losers: North Division coaches 

Canadian teams aren't allowed to have fans yet, so there's extra 
pressure to make the playoffs. This season's only two coaching changes 
took place in the division with Dominique Ducharme replacing Claude 
Julien in Montreal and Darryl Sutter returning for a second stint in 
Calgary after Geoff Ward was fired. 

Winner: Minnesota Wild rookie Kirill Kaprizov 

The Kontinental Hockey League player showed he was worth the wait 
when he scored three points in his NHL debut, including an overtime goal 
after a steal. His speed, anticipation, moves and shot have made the 
Wild fun to watch. The Calder Trophy is his to lose. 

Loser: New York Rangers rookie Alexis Lafrenière 

The expectation was the No. 1 overall pick would have more than four 
goals and seven points after 27 games. But dominance in the juniors 
doesn't always translate to immediate NHL success. This year's top 
rookie scorers, Kaprizov, 23, and Ottawa Senators forward Tim Stützle, 
19, played against older players overseas before joining the NHL. 
Lafrenière, 19, is getting chances, but it could take time. New Jersey's 
Jack Hughes, the 2019 No. 1 overall pick, is improved this season after 
being limited to seven goals in his first season. 
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