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The Gifted: Separating fact from fiction with Hurricanes prospect Noel Gunler
By Scott Wheeler
In hockey, as in life, there are archetypes built on hyperbole
and buzzwords that try to fit every player into a predefined
box. Scouts and evaluators often fall prey to lazily
characterizing young prospects in this way: the power
forward, the two-way center, the one-dimensional scorer, the
stay-at-home defenseman. But sometimes, just sometimes,
there’s a player who is so different from everyone else in
approach or ability that he is able to distinguish himself
through his uniqueness. These players have turned one skill
into the body of their game and highlight all of the different
ways hockey can be played at the highest levels. “The
Gifted” is a 10-part series that examines, through video, the
NHL’s most fascinating prospects and the unique skill sets
that define them. By popular demand, “The Gifted” is back
for a fifth year at The Athletic.
Every draft class has a handful of players who divide opinion.
In 2019, Arthur Kaliyev, Bobby Brink and Anttoni Honka
stirred up polarizing debates. In 2020, conversation swirled
around Jeremie Poirier, Carter Savoie, Shakir
Mukhamadullin and Noel Gunler.
The latter landed on my board in the same tier as prospects
Seth Jarvis (who the Hurricanes also took), Jack Quinn,
Dylan Holloway and Dawson Mercer — four universally wellliked prospects taken between picks No. 8 and No. 18.
Gunler, meanwhile, sat until Day 2 of the draft before the
Hurricanes selected him 41st.
In the months after the draft, instead of settling the debate
with his play, Gunler fell out of favor with his hometown
team, saw a reduction in his already small minutes in his
third season and requested a loan.
In doing so, more questions were raised than answered.
So what better place to start the 2021 series of The Gifted
than trying to separate fact from fiction and make sense of a
prospect who few really understand?
The question is simple, in theory: Who is Gunler? And where
does perception meet reality?
The answer is complicated because he and the sport he
plays are complicated.
Gunler’s numbers (both in terms of his counting stats relative
to his peers and his underlying metrics) present a very strong
case. Whenever he played with his age group, he produced
at the very top of it — and in line with first-round prospects of
recent years.
Though he was on the older side of the 2020 draft class
because of his Oct. 7, 2001 birthday, Gunler was a half-point
per game player in Sweden’s top junior league in his D-3
year (!) and even more productive than that in the playoffs

that season, playing a full level ahead of virtually all of his
peers at 16.
In his D-2 at 17, he scored at near a goal per game and was
the under-20 league’s most productive player (1.48 points
per game), outproducing older, draft-eligible players Simon
Holmstrom and Karl Henriksson, and peers Lucas Raymond
and Alexander Holtz. That season, he also made the early
jump to the SHL (which usually doesn’t happen for top
prospects until their draft year), producing five points in 15
games while playing just 7:37 a night (and getting just 1:22 a
night on the power play, which was 13th on the team). In that
role, he drove possession and goals for/against result. He
was a 52 CF% player on a 50 CF% team and Lulea
outscored the opposition 5-1 (83 GF%) with him on the ice at
even strength and 98-80 (55 GF%) without him. Even
understanding that it was a small sample, his pronounced
impact for his age was rare.
Last season, in his draft year, Gunler’s strong results
continued in a full year in the SHL (with a short four-game,
four-goal, six-point stint in junior). As an 18-year-old, he
produced another 13 points in 45 games while playing just
9:49 a night and watching his power play ice time per game
plummet to just 0:47 per game (17th on the team). His goals
for versus against results and possession numbers remained
extremely strong, with a 54 CF% (311-266 shot attempts
when he was on the ice at evens) on a 52 CF%, and a 21-9
goal spread (70%) when he was on the ice for Lulea and 8562 spread when he wasn’t (58 GF%). He also added another
six points in 11 Champions Hockey League games. These
numbers, it cannot be understated, are superb for a draft
year player of any age.
This season, though, instead of seeing an uptick in his role,
Gunler’s minutes actually fell by two and a half minutes to
7:12 across and he didn’t ever play on the power play across
his 10 games with Lulea pre-loan. Some of that reduction
was due to poor play for the first time (at least according to
the data). In his reduced use and across another small
sample, Gunler played to a 48 CF% (57-63) on a 54 CF%
team and was outscored 5-2 when he was on the ice (29
GF%) on a 48 GF% team (87-95 without him). Since the
loan, things have rebounded to where he was for the rest of
his young career. On one of the league’s worst teams, his
minutes have risen to 11:46 per game and he’s playing 2:16
of that (11th on the team) on the man-advantage. His
production and results have bumped back up to high levels
for his age too, with 11 points in 25 games and a 47 CF%
(175-197) on a 44 CF% team (last in the league). But his
luck has suffered, with a cratering out of his PDO and a 29
GF% (6-15) on a team that has scored 45% of even-strength
goals (84-104) without him.
So what do those numbers imply? They suggest that for the
first two years of his career in the SHL, Gunler’s polarizing
reputation (which also kept him off of Sweden’s under-18
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team) was probably not deserved. They tell us that his falling
out in Lulea, though it likely came with some misguided
perceptions prior, was at least partly his own doing early on
in his third season.
And on the whole, they reveal a player who has outshot the
opposition 612-590 (51 CF%), outscored them 34-30 (53
GF%) and produced 38 points in 106 pro games between
ages 17 and 19, while averaging under nine minutes per
game in the world’s third-best pro league.
The tape
The first thing I wanted to focus on when I dove into the
video of Gunler’s play this season was his ugly goals
for/against numbers, which so starkly contrast against his
performance of the two seasons prior.
Some of that is easily chalked up to the two weakened
teams. Some of it lines up with the bad luck indicated by his
PDO this season, though.
I reviewed each of the 20 goals against he has been on the
ice for this season, which are captured in his combined
minus-11, and found that he was only a negative factor in
four of them.
Two of the goals against were empty netters. Two of them he
was burned by a teammate’s bad change, stepping onto the
ice as the puck went into the net. Two were scored directly
off of clean lost draws by his centerman, with no opportunity
to get to a block. One was a breakaway off of a blocked point
shot in the offensive zone. Another was off of a breakaway
from a turned over puck on an entry in the offensive zone
when a failed bump pass between his two linemates gave
the other team a break while he was open on the opposite
flank. Another was off of a neutral ice D-to-D turnover
(though he could have been in a slightly better position). On
another, he was in a support position and his four teammates
got beat 2-on-4 while the opposition changed.
Here are the four I didn’t like.
The sequence below might be the most egregious because it
showcases some of the cheat in his game. He’s No. 55 in
white, who flees the frame for several seconds before reentering to the wrong spot to leave the eventual goal scorer
wide open in the high slot:

other players in black chasing below the goal line isn’t
exactly ideal either):
Anecdotally, though, while these elements are definitely
present in Gunler’s game, I don’t think they progress to
liability or are so noticeable that they contradict the numbers
of his career, which have more often been stronger in
relative terms to his team. He’s no defensive wizard, but
sequences like the four above can be plucked from just
about any player’s game, especially a teenager’s.
I will say this, though: I think part of Gunler’s perception
problems stem from his body language more than his play.
There’s a lot of stick banging and looking to the sky that
happens when things go south for him in the defensive zone
and, rightly or wrongly, people pick up on that.
There are some nice elements to his game without the puck,
though. From an athleticism standpoint, Gunler’s a 6-foot-2
winger with a pro frame and a long stick who creates good
power through his stride. His feet can drag through on the
recovery and he can pick his stick up into a pitchfork skating
stance, but I have always said that he’s decently fast in
straight lines and even stronger on cuts and curls.
This sequence highlights the value of both of those things
when he turns an interception in his own end into a cross-ice
pass at the other:
Here he is fleeing the zone again, but he is also using that
long stick to close a gap, poke a puck loose to him, and then
pull the puck through his feet and around the defender to
create a chance that eventually leads to a scramble goal (he
didn’t get credited with an assist here):
But the strength of Gunler’s game is always going to be his
in-an-instant talent level inside the offensive zone.
Against his peers, his ability to shoot off of the flank and rip
pucks into difficult locations in the net has proven to
overwhelm goalies.
There just aren’t very many players who can shoot the puck
like he can. Even understanding that it’s against Austria, this
shot (which barely even looked like it went in) beats just
about any goalie:
As does this one against the Czechs:

The reality of Gunler’s game is that there’s a little too much
of this. Though he times a lot of his exits to get open and
create his fair share of breakaways and odd-man rushes, it
occasionally burns him.

And how many 6-foot-2 players pull this deke off and get the
shot through hard enough to create a rebound with an
opposing stick in their midsection:

There are other times where he’s a little too passive, too.
Where he’s in position but doesn’t engage with the play quite
like you’d expect. This second goal against highlighted that.
He’s No. 8 in yellow and works to get back to the faceoff
circle but doesn’t swing into an engagement:

He regularly shows an impressive ability to shape shots
around feet and bodies from the flank in the SHL, too:

Same idea here from No. 55 in black, when he drifts out of
position in his feels, has to recover, nearly breaks up the
pass, but just gets a little too eager and soft on his stick as
he tries to push pace up ice:

It comes from the perimeter off of little cutbacks like this,
sure:

And here, when he watched the puck instead of the goal
scoring, missing on his man and the stick lift (though three

But when those lanes to the inside are there, he takes them,
regularly finding ways to attack off of the wall to the interior.

But Gunler doesn’t just do those things against his peers.

He has also proven that he can create offense at the pro
level in a variety of ways, and from a variety of locations.

And little sequences of control on his outside edges like this,
when lanes to the middle aren’t available:
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Watch the way he instinctively takes this puck into pressure
in the middle:

Or watch the way, slowed down to half speed, he tries to go
off of the goalie’s helmet:

And here:

But Gunler’s not predictable in that approach. He’ll disguise
his release to try to surprise a goalie with a quick five-hole
play (love how quickly he gets this shot off from the middle of
his step):

He’s not shy to go to the front of the net, either. I love his
attack mentality here. He’s showing forehand to the Frolunda
defender when he takes the pass low, which gives the
defender an opportunity to reach in on him, but he does such
a nice job quickly adjusting his feet to put the defender on his
back and drive:
That approach drew a penalty here:
And a tip goal here (focus on the guy in white at the top of
your frame off of the rush, even though the camera doesn’t):
It also comes in transition in the way he weaves up ice and
then shoots through defenders:
And in how dangerous he is as the F3 trailer into the
offensive zone because his shot isn’t just a catch-andrelease threat, but also a one-touch threat:
That one-touch ability also makes him a versatile power play
option who doesn’t have to score from long range on the
point or the flank.

That’s true when he’s in all alone, too:
All in all, I think the video reveals what the data does, which
is that maybe there’s more to Gunler than meets the eye,
and maybe some of his defensive and attitudinal warts (of
which there are some on both fronts) have been
exaggerated.
I see a kid who fights harder for his space than he gets credit
for (here’s another drawn penalty as he pushes past his man
after winning a board battle):
But I also see a player who knows when to give up on the
fight, like he does after swinging from a battle at the front of
the net to the top of the zone and then back to the net front
as a means to getting open:

He’ll do that, with snapshots like this one:

And in the moments in between those fights and those
releases, he has both the talent and the approach needed to
execute.

But he’ll also position himself in between the dots and give
you options with his ability to get low and power passes to
the slot, like he does here:

Watch, finally, the way all of the things above combine on
this sequence (the getting open, the crossover control to the
middle, the attack mentality off of the wall):

And here:

Ultimately, I see Gunler as an ultra-skilled individual shot
creator and finisher who is blessed with unique skill for his
size and, like most teenagers, has work to do to round out
his game.

And then when you try to cover his shot, he’ll use those
eyeballs to hit a teammate on the backside:
Though Gunler is more shot-focussed than net-focussed, it’s
not to a fault. The sequence above doesn’t exist in isolation.
Here’s another where he gets a puck in his sweet spot in the
high slot and elects to pass for a better opportunity for his
linemate without hesitation (that’s the key, because he
doesn’t take the time to dust it off or even look for the selfish
play):
There’s also variety to his shot in terms of the choices he
makes about where he’s going to target in the net.
Most young players can get into the habit of trying to score
under the bar whenever they shoot. Gunler will try that odd
cute play, too. Look at the accuracy short-side on this shot in
motion:

I’m confident things wouldn’t have hit the roadblocks they did
in Lulea had he played a little more, because his production
in lesser minutes would have graded out near the top of the
lineup in a regular shift, which suddenly massages concerns
over the occasional stick bang or passive defensive zone
sequence.
I wouldn’t rank him 10th in a do-over today, but nothing
about his play this season has told me he’s still not a clear
first-round pick who has been more a victim of circumstance
and perception than any real undoing of his own making.
With the right development, he’s got a chance to offer
scoring upside and power play utility that many of the players
drafted ahead of him can’t reach at their ceilings. And while
part of whether he gets the minutes needed to prove that is
in his control, much of it isn’t.
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Canes Spend Day Off in Columbus at Topgolf
Swinging the sticks at Topgolf
By Michael Smith
COLUMBUS - Road life is rather mundane for teams in the
National Hockey League this season.
But, golf (while still observing league protocols) is among the
very short list of approved activities away from the hotel. On

the heels of a 3-0 win over the Columbus Blue Jackets and
with two days in between games - the third of four such
occurrences this month - the Carolina Hurricanes spent their
day off on Tuesday afternoon at Topgolf.
The Canes occupied some half-dozen bays and enjoyed a
nice spring day outside the confines of the team hotel. A
team practice is on the schedule for Wednesday afternoon.

NHL Power Rankings: 1-31 poll, plus a bold second-half prediction for every team
By Emily Kaplan
We're past the midseason mark of this abridged 56-game
2021 NHL season, and the April 12 trade deadline is just
around the corner. For this week's NHL Power Rankings, we
offer up bold predictions for all 31 teams.
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.

streaky scorer, and he's having a great season so far, with
13 goals to Pacioretty's 16.
3. Carolina Hurricanes
Previous ranking: 2
Points percentage: .726
Next seven days: @ CBJ (March 25); vs. TB (March 27, 28);
@ CHI (March 30)

Note: Previous ranking for each team refers to our Week 9
edition, published on March 17. Points percentages are
through the games of March 23.

Martin Necas has been a delight to watch, and he has
especially thrived when given the opportunity with Sebastian
Aho on the top line. For the second half of the season, look
for Necas to score the most of any Canes player not named
Aho.

1. Tampa Bay Lightning

4. Florida Panthers

Previous ranking: 3
Points percentage: .781
Next seven days: @ DAL (March 25); @ CAR (March 27,
28); vs. CBJ (March 30)

Previous ranking: 1
Points percentage: .688
Next seven days: @ CHI (March 25); @ DAL (March 27, 28);
vs. DET (March 30)

The Lightning are 4-0-1 in the second half of a back-to-back
set of games this season. Look for Tampa Bay to go the
entire season without losing in regulation when playing the
day before. If any team can do it, it's the defending champs.

Aaron Ekblad finishes as a Norris Trophy finalist. This is not
what anyone would have predicted heading into the season,
but the 25-year-old defenseman has been just that good for
a very good Panthers team.

2. Vegas Golden Knights

5. Colorado Avalanche

Previous ranking: 4
Points percentage: .750
Next seven days: @ COL (March 25, 27); vs. LA (March 29)

Previous ranking: 10
Points percentage: .694
Next seven days: vs. VGS (March 25, 27); vs. ANA (March
29)

Max Pacioretty has led the Golden Knights in the goal
department for most of the season, but Alex Tuch will make
a late push to finish ahead. The 24-year-old Tuch can be a

Philipp Grubauer will finish as a Vezina Trophy finalist. He's
been sensational of late; in 11 March starts, he has nine wins
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(including three shutouts) and a .943 save percentage.
Expect the Avs to ride Grubauer heavily down the stretch,
especially if they can't land another backup at the deadline.
6. Washington Capitals
Previous ranking: 6
Points percentage: .710
Next seven days: vs. NJ (March 25, 26); vs. NYR (March
28); @ NYR (March 30)

Next seven days: @ VAN (March 24); @ CGY (March 26,
27, 29)
Kyle Connor will finish among the top five in the NHL goalscoring race. The 24-year-old Michigan native is just on the
outside looking in right now. Since 2017-18, Connor quietly
ranks No. 7 in the NHL in goals scored, above Patrick Kane
and Steven Stamkos.
12. Pittsburgh Penguins

The Rangers are the only team against which the Caps have
a sub-.500 record this season (Washington is 1-3). The Caps
have four more games against the Blueshirts but can't find a
way to even the score.

Previous ranking: 8
Points percentage: .625
Next seven days: vs. BUF (March 24, 25); vs. NYI (March
27, 29)

7. New York Islanders

Despite being tight on cap space, the Penguins will find a
way to add to their roster ahead of the trade deadline. It will
probably be a depth player, nothing splashy, but execs Ron
Hextall and Brian Burke want to put their stamp on the roster.

Previous ranking: 5
Points percentage: .697
Next seven days: @ BOS (March 25); @ PIT (March 27, 29)
The Isles are going to find a way to replace captain Anders
Lee (out for the season with an ACL injury) before the trade
deadline. But Lou Lamoriello never telegraphs his moves, so
expect the replacement to be someone unexpected.
8. Toronto Maple Leafs
Previous ranking: 9
Points percentage: .656
Next seven days: @ OTT (March 25); vs. EDM (March 27,
29)

13. Edmonton Oilers
Previous ranking: 14
Points percentage: .618
Next seven days: @ TOR (March 27, 29)
Connor McDavid became the fastest player to reach 60
points since Mario Lemieux in 2002-03. Saying that McDavid
will reach 100 points in this 56-game season isn't even that
bold of a prediction, because he's nearly on pace.
14. St. Louis Blues

Frederik Andersen hasn't been at his best this season, and
he has a nagging lower-body injury. Instead of acquiring a
goalie, the Maple Leafs will finish the season and ride into
the playoffs with Jack Campbell as their No. 1.

Previous ranking: 13
Points percentage: .578
Next seven days: @ MIN (March 25); vs. ANA (March 26,
28)

9. Minnesota Wild

David Perron will finish among the top 10 in the NHL in
points. He's just on the outside looking in right now but has
been a force along with linemate Ryan O'Reilly. Perron is
averaging higher than a point-per-game pace for the first
time in his 14-year NHL career.

Previous ranking: 7
Points percentage: .650
Next seven days: vs. ANA (March 24); vs. STL (March 25);
@ SJ (March 29)
The Wild look like a different team this season. Not only will
Minnesota qualify for the postseason, but the Wild will win a
playoff round for the first time since 2015; they are on their
fourth coach and third GM since then, but the Dean EvasonBill Guerin combo seems to have found a winning formula.
10. Boston Bruins
Previous ranking: 11
Points percentage: .643
Next seven days: vs. NYI (March 25); vs. BUF (March 27);
vs. NJ (March 28, 30)
Ahead of the trade deadline, rumors about the Bruins are
flying: Mattias Ekholm, Taylor Hall, P.K. Subban and Kyle
Palmieri have all been speculatively shipped to town. Watch
the Bruins ... do absolutely nothing, and stick with the team
they have.
11. Winnipeg Jets
Previous ranking: 12
Points percentage: .625

15. Philadelphia Flyers
Previous ranking: 16
Points percentage: .548
Next seven days: vs. NYR (March 25, 27); @ BUF (March
29)
A lot of folks are ready to write the Flyers off this season. Are
we not forgetting the second-half run Philly went on in 201920, in which they went on a 19-6-1 run to get within one point
of first place at the pause? The prediction here is that they
go on a similar run this season.
16. Montreal Canadiens
Previous ranking: 15
Points percentage: .597
Next seven days: @ OTT (March 30)
Carey Price had a sub-.900 save percentage through his first
12 starts, and it cost longtime goaltending coach Stephane
Waite his job. But Price (now under the tutelage of Sean
Burke) will figure it out and look dominant in the second half.
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17. New York Rangers

23. Vancouver Canucks

Previous ranking: 21
Points percentage: .516
Next seven days: @ PHI (March 25, 27); @ WSH (March
28); vs. WSH (March 30)

Previous ranking: 25
Points percentage: .486
Next seven days: vs. WPG (March 24)

Pavel Buchnevich will finish as the team MVP of the
Rangers' season. The 25-year-old is having a major
breakthrough while leading the team in points, and 22 of 29
of them have come at even strength.

The Canucks have already made waiver claims on two
Toronto forwards this season: Jimmy Vesey and Travis
Boyd. It's not outrageous that Canucks GM Jim Benning will
go for No. 3 -- and then owe Leafs GM Kyle Dubas big time
for making his life a lot easier.

18. Los Angeles Kings

24. Arizona Coyotes

Previous ranking: 19
Points percentage: .516
Next seven days: @ SJ (March 24); @ VGS (March 29)

Previous ranking: 20
Points percentage: .500
Next seven days: vs. SJ (March 26, 27)

The Kings have quietly built through the draft. Still, over the
next few months, they'll present Buffalo with a massive offer
for Jack Eichel ... which will be turned down, and we'll only
hear details about it three years from now.

With Conor Garland's $775,000-per-year salary expiring this
summer, and the Coyotes worried about a new contract,
they'll trade their 25-year-old leading scorer for a package of
draft picks and/or prospects.

19. Chicago Blackhawks

25. Nashville Predators

Previous ranking: 18
Points percentage: .530
Next seven days: vs. FLA (March 25); vs. NSH (March 27,
28); vs. CAR (March 30)

Previous ranking: 26
Points percentage: .470
Next seven days: vs. DET (March 25); @ CHI (March 27,
28); vs. DAL (March 30)

Kirby Dach will provide an immediate spark for the
Blackhawks. He will score seven points within his first 10
games, adding an extra wrinkle to Chicago's playoff push
this spring.

Mattias Ekholm is the Predators player everyone expects to
be traded. But the Predators will also find new homes for
Mikael Granlund and Brad Richardson, too. There will be
some chatter about Filip Forsberg, but he'll ultimately stay
put.

20. Columbus Blue Jackets
Previous ranking: 23
Points percentage: .500
Next seven days: vs. CAR (March 25); @ DET (March 27,
28); @ TB (March 30)
The Blue Jackets have started to turn the corner in March.
Since the fourth Central Division playoff spot is well within
reach, Columbus will not be a seller at the trade deadline
after all.
21. Dallas Stars
Previous ranking: 22
Points percentage: .483
Next seven days: vs. TB (March 25); vs. FLA (March 27, 28);
@ NSH (March 30)
The Stars have been lagging all season, but they have also
played the fewest games of any team in the league. They'll
still make a desperate push and qualify for the playoffs, with
Tyler Seguin and Ben Bishop making immediate impacts.
22. Calgary Flames
Previous ranking: 17
Points percentage: .500
Next seven days: @ OTT (March 24); vs. WPG (March 26,
27, 29)
Milan Lucic's ice time is already up nearly three minutes per
game since coach Darryl Sutter took control. Look for Lucic
to inherit an even bigger role down the stretch, as he's no
longer as big of a defensive liability.

26. San Jose Sharks
Previous ranking: 24
Points percentage: .467
Next seven days: vs. LA (March 24); @ ARI (March 26, 27);
vs. MIN (March 29)
The Sharks will get at least one trade offer on Patrick
Marleau, and it will be considered. But ultimately the 41-yearold stays in San Jose and breaks Gordie Howe's all-time
games played record on April 19.
27. New Jersey Devils
Previous ranking: 27
Points percentage: .467
Next seven days: @ WSH (March 25, 26); @ BOS (March
28, 30)
Only the Sabres have a worse home record than the Devils
this season. The Devils have 11 home games remaining,
and we don't have much confidence that they can win more
than four of them.
28. Detroit Red Wings
Previous ranking: 30
Points percentage: .364
Next seven days: @ NSH (March 25); vs. CBJ (March 27,
28); @ FLA (March 30)
It's yet another year of the Red Wings selling at the trade
deadline. "At some point here, hopefully we're not in this
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position for much longer," Dylan Larkin said. Bold prediction:
The selling ends next season.
29. Ottawa Senators
Previous ranking: 28
Points percentage: .368
Next seven days: vs. CGY (March 24); vs. TOR (March 25);
vs. MTL (March 30)
Drake Batherson will get to 25 goals on the season. He's
already at 11 now -- with all but one of them being scored
after Feb. 15. If he keeps up this pace, the 22-year-old
should have no trouble hitting the total.
30. Anaheim Ducks
Previous ranking: 29
Points percentage: .364
Next seven days: @ MIN (March 24); @ STL (March 26, 28);
@ COL (March 29)

No Ducks player will crack 40 points this season -- which
four NHL players have already reached at the midway point.
And if Rickard Rakell is traded, make it that no Ducks player
will crack 35 points (a threshold already reached by 11
skaters). It's been just that bleak for Anaheim offensively.
31. Buffalo Sabres
Previous ranking: 31
Points percentage: .267
Next seven days: @ PIT (March 24, 25); @ BOS (March 27);
vs. PHI (March 29)
Nearly everything has been doom and gloom in Buffalo. Jack
Eichel (neck injury) won't be rushing back in another lost
season, but the bold prediction is that he'll return at some
point, giving the Sabres something to build on for next
season.

Canes interested in allowing higher capacity for fans following new Executive Order
The Carolina Hurricanes announced today that due to a new
executive order that loosened COVID-19 restrictions in the
state, the team is interested in increasing their capacity of
allowed fans.
By Ryan Henkel
Governor Roy Cooper announced a new Executive Order
today stating that starting Friday, March 26 at 5 p.m., various
COVID-19 restrictions will be loosened around the state due
to the stabilization of the virus’ infection rate and exponential
growth of the percentage of vaccinated adults.
One of the loosened restrictions included raising the capacity
of indoor sporting arenas to 50%, up from the 15% allowed
capacity that was put into effect March 2.
Due to this new order, the Carolina Hurricanes put out a
statement saying that they are, “interested in increasing
capacity, and will do so safely, following all local regulations
and applicable National Hockey League protocols.”

With the new order, PNC Arena could see a maximum
capacity of around 9,000-10,000 fans at most, but the need
to social distance fans still may see that number a bit lower.
The Hurricanes next home game is Saturday, March 27, and
the team has already opened up a very limited number of
additional tickets due to the new order.
Moving forward, the team is sure to have a more concrete
plan in place in regards to increased capacity and we will
keep you updated with new information when it becomes
available.
FULL STATEMENT:
“We’ve seen, heard and felt the impact that our Caniacs
have had since we re-opened our doors earlier this month.
We continue to be interested in increasing capacity, and will
do so safely, following all local regulations and applicable
National Hockey League protocols. We thank Governor
Cooper and Dr. Cohen for their continued leadership and
trust in us to provide a safe environment for our fans in PNC
Arena.” - Don Waddell, President and General Manager
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NHL Power Rankings: Southeast Revenge
By Ryan Kennedy
In the thick of the season, an interesting trend has emerged
in the past three weeks or so: the haves and have-nots in the
American divisions have become incredibly stratified. Like, if
you didn't know any better, you'd swear the bottom-half
teams had given up, based on their records in the past 10
games. And maybe some of them have? We're getting into
trade deadline time and it's better to know you're a seller
than to think you still have a chance when you don't.
With about three weeks to go until that April 12 trade
deadline, the action will likely start heating up soon thanks to
quarantine rules. In the meantime, let's rank all those NHL
teams.
1. Tampa Bay Lightning: The rulers of the Central are
basically leading a Southeast revolution alongside Carolina
and Florida, as the rest of the division is getting killed.
Having Victor Hedman on your blueline never hurts.
2. Vegas Golden Knights: Max Pacioretty is scorching right
now with nine points in his past five games and that puts him
on pace for his best NHL season ever. It's fun playing with
Mark Stone, isn't it?
3. Carolina Hurricanes: The Canes keep popping up the
rankings like Dougie Hamilton on a Zoom call. Speaking of
which, Dougie is Carolina's second-leading scorer right now
behind Sebastian Aho - and it's a contract year for the big Dman.
4. Colorado Avalanche: Fear the Avs, for they are healthy
and on a roll. Colorado has points in nine of its past 10
games and Nathan MacKinnon has nine points in his past
five outings. This is the Stanley Cup contender we all
expected.
5. New York Islanders: Losing Anders Lee for the rest of the
campaign was a bummer, but the Isles have responded with
wins - and that's all a captain can ask for, right? Oliver
Wahlstrom has a tidy little four-game point streak.
6. Washington Capitals: The Caps are trying to score their
way out of trouble this season and honestly? It's working for
them. With Nicklas Backstrom in a renaissance and Alex
Ovechkin being Alex Ovechkin, they've got the weapons
necessary.
7. Toronto Maple Leafs: Jack Campbell was always
Toronto's starting goaltender. Who is this Frederik Andersen
you speak of? We do not care for such talk. Jack is a good
boy who stops a lot of pucks.
8. Florida Panthers: Imagine being 7-3-1 in your past 10
games and losing ground in your division. Anyway, the Cats
are really good and Aleksander Barkov remains a
Beastmaster down the middle.
9. Minnesota Wild: With St. Louis struggling, the Wild
officially become the third member of the West's Big Three

with Vegas and Colorado for now. How about Mats
Zuccarello turning back the clock and ringing up a point per
game?
10. Edmonton Oilers: Is Darnell Nurse getting enough love
this season? Because he's been really good for the Oilers
during a time they needed someone to step up. Tyson Barrie
has obviously been fantastic on the back end as well.
11. Winnipeg Jets: With five points in his past five games,
Kyle Connor continues to hover around point-per-game
territory. During his draft year, a scout described him as
having "jersey-flapping speed," which always sounded pretty
cool.
12. Pittsburgh Penguins: Sidney Crosby continues to do
Sidney Crosby things, with six points in five games.
Whenever I get to road-trip to Pittsburgh again, I'm going to
the Grove City Primanti Bros. on the way.
13. Boston Bruins: The B's are having a tough time scoring
goals this year but on the plus side they're really good at
preventing goals, too. So basically don't expect much to
happen when they play.
14. St. Louis Blues: If you're wondering how things are going
right now in St. Louis, the Blues have a worse goal
differential than Los Angeles. Having said that, the Blues are
still a playoff team because the division is mostly terrible.
15. Montreal Canadiens: With all the havoc in the North right
now, Montreal's best strategy might be to hide under some
coats and hope it all works out. A lot of games against the
Senators coming up...
16. Philadelphia Flyers: It's actually somewhat helpful that
we were all asking the question "Is Philly going to turn it
around?" and the Flyers responded by going in the tank the
past 10 games. It's very considerate, really.
17. Chicago Blackhawks: The footsteps are getting louder
behind the Hawks, who are still in a playoff position, but an
increasingly tenuous one. Do they have another Kevin
Lankinen somewhere? Maybe in the back of the linen closet?
18. Columbus Blue Jackets: One of the teams currently
stalking Chicago, the Jackets have basically pulled even with
the Hawks. Oliver Bjorkstrand is doing his part with four
points in his past three games.
19. New York Rangers: The Rangers are in a perfect
development spot right now where the post-season isn't
gonna happen, but New York can give great pressure-free
reps to the likes of Alexis Lafreniere, Kaapo Kakko and
K'Andre Miller. It's not a bad thing in the long-term.
20. Los Angeles Kings: I'm not gonna lie, the Drew Doughty
Revenge Tour is kinda fun. None of it matters in the grand
scheme of things and no matter what happens, some group
of hockey folks are gonna lose their minds.
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21. Calgary Flames: There's a gun that, no matter where you
point it, fires a bullet directly into the shooter's own foot and
every team in the North except Ottawa gets to use it. This
week, it was Calgary's turn.
22. Vancouver Canucks: The Canucks are red-hot right now,
but they've also played five games more than the team
they're chasing (Montreal) and three more games than the
team right behind them (Calgary). This might not end well.
23. Dallas Stars: Dallas is the opposite of Vancouver: lots of
games in hand, but not playing well enough right now to take
advantage of it. At least Jake Oettinger is getting some great
experience in net.
24. Arizona Coyotes: You'll always have Conor Garland,
Arizona fans. Otherwise, it's looking like a non-playoff year in
the Desert. You'll always have that bubble post-season win
over Nashville, Arizona fans.
25. Nashville Predators: The Predators are no longer tragic
and in their division, they might even have signs of life. They
can't stop the puck and they don't score much, but otherwise
there's a sliver of hope.
26. San Jose Sharks: Kurtis Gabriel and coach Bob
Boughner just got fined by the NHL because Gabriel tried to

start something during warmups against the Kings. I wonder
if Boughner was like, "Dude! Stop messing with my money!"
27. New Jersey Devils: This Devils' season would be a lot
more fun with more Nico. Like, lots more Nico - all the Nico, if
you will. Hischier has only played five games and the new
captain has three points in that span.
28. Anaheim Ducks: Jamie Drysdale and Trevor Zegras
make all the pain go away. They are the zen rock gardens of
Anaheim.
29. Ottawa Senators: The Senators are fun because they
keep pulling out new goalies like there's a clown car full of
them in Belleville. Filip Gustavsson just got his first NHL win
and Calgary begrudgingly gave him the game puck.
30. Detroit Red Wings: The less Detroit comes up this
season, the better. All the good news is centered on players
who aren't in the NHL lineup yet, so let's just think about
Moritz Seider for a bit and move on.
31. Buffalo Sabres: Ralph Krueger is gone but the Sabres
keep losing. It's getting to the point where I think they should
just push this losing streak as far as it can go: pull a reverse
Major League. Have some fun with it.
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More people allowed into restaurants, bars, other businesses under NC's latest pandemic
rules
By Matthew Burns
Raleigh, N.C. — More customers will be allowed into
restaurants, bars, retail stores, gyms and other businesses
as North Carolina once again eases its restrictions designed
to limit the spread of coronavirus.
Gov. Roy Cooper's executive order with the latest changes,
which also include an end to the 11 p.m. curfew on alcohol
sales for on-site consumption, takes effect at 5 p.m. Friday.
Cooper said the eased rules are possible because North
Carolina's trend lines with the virus continue to improve.
The state has been at or below the 5 percent target for
positive coronavirus tests for much of the past two weeks,
although the rate was 6.3 percent Tuesday. The daily
average of new infections remains below 2,000, and the
number of people hospitalized with COVID-19 remains below
1,000.
Also, more people are vaccinated against the virus every
day. Nearly 19 percent of North Carolina adults are fully
immunized, while another 13 percent have received the first
shot of a two-dose regimen.
"I'm pleased we're holding steady and our numbers remain
stable," Cooper said during a news conference.
Under the new executive order, the following capacity limits
have changed:







Retail stores, salons, barbershops, museums and
aquariums can resume operating at 100 percent
capacity. All have been limited to 50 percent
capacity previously.
Restaurants, breweries, wineries, gyms, pools,
skating rinks, bowling alleys and amusement parks
can operate at 75 percent capacity indoors and 100
percent outdoors. All have been limited to 50
percent capacity.
Bars, movie theaters, conference centers and
arenas can operate at 50 percent capacity both
indoors and outdoors. Bars were allowed to reopen
for indoor customers only a month ago, and they
and entertainment arenas have been limited to 30
percent capacity or 250 people, whichever is less.

In addition, Cooper's new order doubles the limits on large
gatherings, to 50 people indoors and 100 people outdoors.
The indoor gather limit had been 10 people up until a month
ago.
In all cases, Cooper said, businesses will be required to
maintain at least 6 feet of distance between customers,

meaning that some businesses might not be able to reach
the new capacity limits.
"These are significant changes, but they can be done safely,"
Cooper said. "But I emphasize this: This pandemic is not
over yet. We're only able to keep this virus in check while we
ease restrictions if people act responsibly and follow safety
protocols."
To that end, the statewide mask mandate will remain in place
under the new order.
"We’re excited to bring more people in, [but] for us, the
guiding factor is still going to be distancing," said Greg
Hatem, who owns several restaurants in downtown Raleigh.
"The goal is to keep everyone safe. We don’t want to serve
chicken kebobs with a side of COVID."
Parker Kennedy, who owns Cafe Luna in downtown Raleigh,
reconfigured one of his dining rooms under the new
guidelines and said he could fit 30 people inside.
"Everything is 6 feet apart," Kennedy said. "The situation
keeps improving every day."
Hatem said the changes will ripple out from more customers,
noting that he is searching for more employees to help serve
them. His staff is now at about 60 percent of what it was
before the pandemic.
“It’s great because people want to get back out, people want
to enjoy life, people want to have a good time," a Raleigh
resident who identified himself only as "Clifton" said.
The Carolina Hurricanes immediately made more tickets
available for Saturday's game against Tampa Bay, and
tickets for upcoming games at PNC Arena in Raleigh will go
on sale next week.
"We've seen, heard and felt the impact that our Caniacs
have had since we reopened our doors earlier this month.
We continue to be interested in increasing capacity and will
do so safely," Hurricanes President and General Manager
Don Waddell tweeted.
But Heather Strickland, executive director of Raleigh Little
Theater, said there is still a lot of planning to do to ensure the
safety of theatergoers before she sells more tickets.
"Part of it is just making sure we have enough staff to help
make sure people are staying masked and distanced,"
Strickland said. "A thousand people [in the outdoor
amphitheater] sounds like a crowd. That's just, the risk goes
up. The bigger the crowd, the larger the risk of spreading
COVID, and we do not – absolutely do not – want to be a
place where that potential is a high risk."
Zack Medford, president of the North Carolina Bar and
Tavern Association, tempered his excitement over the
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increased capacity limit and the end of the 11 p.m. alcohol
sales curfew with continued criticism over how state
regulations have come down harder on bars during the
pandemic.

"It will help, of course, but nothing is going to make up for the
loss of income in the last year," Bridger said, noting the state
pushing last call back from 9 p.m. to 11 p.m. last month
increased business by 50 percent.

"Operating any business at drastically limited capacity and
hours is an immense task, even more so when your business
was forced closed for over 11 months. We are so excited to
see a return to normalcy," Medford said in a statement. "Bars
are still unfairly facing stricter limitations than restaurant
bars, hotel bars and strip club bars, but being able to serve
until 2 a.m. is a game changer."

"If we can get that jump again, going to 2 a.m., then we
would be pretty comfortable putting it all behind us and use
this as our starting point," he said. "There’s plenty of people
that are saying they’re just ready for it to be over [and] let’s
just go forward, but I think it’s prudent to continue with the 50
percent capacity at least until we know what the 2 a.m.
impact is."

Dr. Mandy Cohen, secretary of the state Department of
Health and Human Services, said bars remain a higher-risk
site for virus transmission, which is why limits there have
been stricter than for restaurants. People are without masks
for longer periods and get loud, boisterous and less inhibited
while drinking, she said.

Dr. David Wohil, an infectious disease expert at UNC Health,
agreed that it's too early to open everything back up.
“I will not be going to restaurants any time soon. I will not be
going to live performances," Wohl said. "We are not out of
the woods – we are far from out of the woods – and we could
see a resurgence like we’re seeing in Europe.”

Darren Bridger, co-owner of London Bridge Pub in downtown
Raleigh, said his staff is ready to welcome more customers
and to keep serving drinks until 2 a.m.
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Hurricanes Prospect Anttoni Honka Looks to Be a Hidden Gem

March 23, 2021 by Alex Ohari

The NHL is an ever-evolving landscape. For the Carolina Hurricanes,
they’ve assembled a strong core foundation as well as a deep, diverse
group of prospects, which has, in turn, allowed them to take an
opportunity on drafting certain guys that other teams have red-flagged.
Today’s case is 5-foot-9, 170-pound defenseman Anttoni Honka, who
was regarded as one of the most divisive prospects in the 2019 draft.
Obviously, at that size, scouts had real concerns about his ability to
defend and match-up physically at the NHL level, and the Canes eagerly
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pounced on him in the third round (83rd overall) after inexplicably
watching him slide down the draft board.
His Skill Gives Him a Chance
With a guy like Honka, there’s always going to be flaws that you have to
accept with the player. The Canes’ task will be to mask those flaws, and
deploy him in situations to get the best use of his dynamic skill set. And
make no question about it – he’s truly a dynamic talent, and if he were
about three inches taller, in my opinion, he surely would’ve been a firstround talent in that 2019 draft.
Honka is the type of player that instantly grabs your attention when
watching a hockey game. He’s just an exceptional skater. His two-step
acceleration can propel him past forecheckers and create the necessary
separation for him to make a breakout pass, or just burst away on a solo
rush. He’s super agile, and his confidence in his footwork allows him to
take on anybody 1-on-1 with a plethora of different attacking moves. He’s
also got a great release:
Perfectly placed one-timer from Anttoni Honka gives Finland an early 1-0
lead over Switzerland. pic.twitter.com/7wh7vrYI6E
— TSN (@TSN_Sports) December 31, 2019
Luckily, his hands, vision and hockey sense are just as good as his
skating, which makes him a potent offensive threat from the back-end.
He routinely makes seam passes look effortless, he gets himself to the
dangerous areas in the offensive zone, and, while not a great shooter, he
takes “smart” shots to create rebound and tip-in opportunities. He’s a kid
that can run a power-play unit to perfection and can be a nightmare to
contain when he’s on his game.
Producing in Finland
As of this writing, Honka currently sits fourth on his team – JYP Jyväskylä
– in scoring, with three goals and 27 points in 48 games thus far. While
that production may not “wow” you on the surface, it’s important to note
that no other defenseman on Honka’s team has even surpassed 10
points this season – and his 27 total points sit sixth-best amongst all
defensemen in Liiga.
His JYP team is also really bad, so the fact that he’s producing at such a
high rate while surrounded by marginal talent is noteworthy. Even more
impressive is that Honka is still only 20 years old, and Liiga isn’t
historically a league that’s been easy to break into for youngsters –
especially young defenders. So the fact that he’s earned the trust of his
coach and played a big role for his club over the past two years speaks
to his overall growth as a player.

looks. There’s still a bit of a boom or bust element to his projection but
he’ll always have clear power-play utility and I think he’s closer to where
he needs to get (given his age) in the other areas than he gets credit for.
source – ‘Wheeler’s 2021 Prospect Pool Rankings: No.5 Carolina
Hurricanes.’ Scott Wheeler, The Athletic 2/6/2021
As I mentioned, a prospect Honka’s size will always have limitations
physically and defensively in the NHL, but with continued progression
improving his angles and gap control, there’s reason to believe he could
be serviceable enough to not be a liability in his own end. Having a stable
partner beside him – maybe a Brett Pesce or Haydn Fleury type – would
allow Honka to freely roam and be his creative offense-self, while not
worrying too much about being caught out of position, would probably be
the best-case scenario for the Canes.
NHL Future
While there’s no denying that Honka has made significant strides since
being drafted in 2019, I think he’s still got a reasonable amount of work to
do before being NHL ready. The bright side is that he’s only 20, which is
super young for a defenseman and still has ample time to work out the
kinks in his game.
My guess is that the sooner the Canes can bring him over to North
America, the better. Honka has never played on North American ice, so
there’ll be a significant adjustment period with him trying to transition his
play onto a smaller ice surface. He has to learn what he can and can’t do
(in regards to his offensive game) because it’s likely some of the things
that work so well for him on larger ice aren’t going to hold up over here.
Beyond that, adjusting to the physicality of AHL (and then NHL) hockey
will be a key factor in his success. At 5-foot-9, he needs to develop elite
leveraging techniques and his gap control will need to steadily improve.
There’s no doubt that a lot of NHL forwards can overpower him
physically, so he’ll need to sharpen his defensive IQ and work at his
anticipation and positioning, which has made smaller defenders like
Jared Spurgeon and Torey Krug successful (who are both excellent
comparables for Honka!). He’s also not shy to throw his body around:
#WorldJuniors: Finland and the U.S. scoreless after 20. Very physical
beyond the dirty hits. You can pretty much guarantee that both the
Beecher and Tanus hits will get reviewed, and if so, either should be
suspended for the SF.
Nice check by Anttoni Honka (CAR) on Turcotte.
pic.twitter.com/PQcBKKvGLw
— The Draft Analyst (@TheDraftAnalyst) January 2, 2020

A crazy stat? The rest of the defensemen on his team have just 38 points
combined. They rely solely on Honka to create offense from their backend, and he’s emerged as a player who dictates possession and controls
play while he’s on the ice. Strictly from an offensive standpoint, this kid is
one of the most purely talented prospects in the world at his position, and
if he can clean up some of his deficiencies, has a chance to be special.
He admittedly styles his play after Erik Karlsson.

As far as getting to the NHL, I think he’s a couple of years away still. As I
said, I really think that regardless of how much he progresses in Finland,
he’ll still need some time in the AHL to adjust to the pace and strength
difference in NA hockey. As far as his skill goes, he could probably help
an NHL blueline today. He’s an effortless puck-mover from his own zone
and undoubtedly could add a dynamic, creative element to any powerplay unit.

Rounding Out His Game

Down the road, I don’t think he’ll ever play “big” minutes or be a shutdown guy, but his skill gives him a legit chance to help an NHL team –
assuming he can make the positives outweigh the negatives. The
Hurricanes’ depth allows them to be patient with this kid, and because of
that, he could eventually emerge as one of the biggest steals of the 2019
Draft.

The concerns scouts had with Honka during the draft process were
mainly with his defensive game, and that’s really soured people on his
potential NHL future.
While I haven’t had the opportunity to watch Honka nearly as much as I
would’ve liked, The Athletic’s prospect guru Scott Wheeler has praised
his overall progression on the defensive side of the game, and ranked
him as Carolina’s best D prospect outside of the NHL:
Because of he’s short (he’s 5-foot-10) for the position and he plays a risktaking style, Honka has always had to prove himself defensively and earn
minutes his talent probably should have afforded him anyways.
Defensively, he still needs to refine his positioning and decision-making
but he has made real progress in both areas and he’s sturdier than he
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The Hurricanes may have finally found their goalie in Alex Nedeljkovic —
after waiving him in January
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Not to be dramatic, but there are few things in the history of mankind that
are harder to listen to with an open mind than goaltending discourse. And
you know I’m right.
I’ve laughed at more than a few goaltending comments from the
Hurricanes faithful since Petr Mrazek went down with a freak thumb
injury Jan. 30. I get it, though. Ever since the Cam Ward era, Canes fans
have been clamoring for a decisive “goalie of the future” — one who isn’t
just going to tread water but might actually steal a few games.
Hurricanes 2014 second-round pick Alex Nedeljkovic was once
supposed to be that guy. He won the AHL’s goalie of the year and a
Calder Cup. Then we barely heard from him again. And now here he was
re-emerging.
For the past three seasons covering the Canes, I’ve been team “let’s stay
calm.” We talk about how important experience is for any team hoping for
deep playoff runs, and for the Hurricanes, that has meant erring on the
side of caution when it comes to the goalies.
Nedeljkovic hadn’t been breathtaking in his brief NHL appearances prior
to this season, but he also never had a chance to get his feet under him.
And he never lost that trademark confidence, whether it was his straying
the net to poke-check or his well-spoken interviews. You saw it Monday,
with some gutsy, nifty puckhandling in the second period of a 3-0 win
over the Blue Jackets that almost led to a Martin Necas shorthanded
goal. You saw it again later that period with a seemingly unnecessarily
risky but objectively fun Dominik Hasek-y poke check.
“It’s awesome,” Dougie Hamilton said Monday when I asked him what it’s
like to play in front of someone like that. “Ned plays the puck so well. He
apologizes to us when he messes up a little, but we tell him to keep
doing it because it helps us so much. It’s been awesome to have him
playing so well.”
Nedeljkovic kept this spirit even after the Hurricanes put him on waivers
earlier this season. They did that with the intention of putting him on the
taxi squad, but there was always a chance he’d get claimed.
I’ve laughed at your tweets about this situation not because necessarily
they’re wrong but because they’re all very confident and excited, much
like Nedeljkovic himself. I’m still hesitant to make some grand declaration
because of the whole experience thing, but the more we see him play,
the more it looks like you might be right.
Through 11 games, Nedeljkovic isn’t just making a case to stay in the
rotation when Mrazek returns — he’s making a case to hog the net.
“For sure,” coach Rod Brind’Amour said, agreeing Nedeljkovic has
earned more games after his second shutout Monday. “I mean, how do
you not (keep playing him)? He’s played great. Tonight again, he didn’t
get tested too much tonight, which was awesome for us, but when he did,
he looked really good. I think the other asset that he brings is that puckhandling ability, that occasionally when we’re under stress, he can get
the puck out. That’s a big, big deal, especially in today’s game with how
heavy forechecks are in the NHL.”
That’s that “goalie of the future” flair, if you will.
It’s not like James Reimer has played poorly, and I think they’ve been
closer in quality than some might want to admit when you consider the
quality of defense from game to game. Reimer has also played six more
games than Nedeljkovic, and with more of a sample comes more room
for error. Both Hurricanes goalies have hovered around the top half of the
NHL all season, regardless.
But…
Nedeljkovic might actually have the edge, y’all.
Nedeljkovic’s vitals: 7-2-2, 1.96 GAA, .930 save percentage.

Reimer’s vitals: 12-4-1, 2.68 GAA, .909 save percentage.
Before Monday’s game in which Nedeljkovic posted a shutout,
Nedeljkovic had a 4.77 GSAx, while Reimer had a -1.9.
For the uninitiated, GSAx (goals saved above expectation) helps us
measure if a goaltender is just saving the shots he should or if he is
exceeding expectations. GSAx factors in how many goals an opponent
should score based on shot quality. If a goaltender’s GSAx is more than
zero, he’s preventing even more goals than he should, and vice versa.
It’s not completely fair to compare these numbers straight up when
Reimer has faced more volume, but the per-60 breakdown Alison Lukan
so kindly helped us figure out has Nedeljkovic’s .467 ranked fourth
among goalies with 250 minutes or more, while Reimer’s -.069 is ranked
23rd per 60.
Five-on-five play tips in Nedeljkovic’s favor as well.
According to NaturalStatTrick, before Monday, Nedeljkovic had a .941
save percentage, 1.68 GAA and a 5.53 GSAA at five-on-five. Reimer had
a .926 save percentage, a 2.11 GAA and a 2.80 GSAA.
As with every decision in the 2020-21 NHL season, though, more context
is essential.
Off the ice, Nedeljkovic will become a group-six unrestricted free agent if
he doesn’t play at least 26 career games by the end of this season. If he
does hit 26, he remains a restricted free agent under the Hurricanes’
ownership. The Canes will want to keep him an RFA, with no other
goalies on the books for 2021-22 and his stock going up pretty much
every game. That means he’ll need to play at least nine more of the final
25 games.
You’ll also remember that Nedeljkovic is on a one-way deal this season,
so he can’t just shimmy onto the taxi squad like some of the other
prospects have been. It’s go-time or it isn’t. The Canes can keep three
goalies on their NHL roster, though, so they won’t have to make any
drastic decisions immediately.
But decisions add up quickly in this condensed season, and whomever
the Hurricanes decide to play each game matters.
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Blue Jackets' sluggish start, continuing second-period blues add up to 30 loss

Bill Rabinowitz

Carolina goaltender Alex Nedelijkovic (39) makes a save on a shot by
Blue Jackets forward Max Domi (16) during the third period of Monday's
3-0 win by the Hurricanes. The Jackets had only 19 shots on goal in the
game.
Desperate to cut into a 3-0 Carolina lead during the third period on
Monday night in Nationwide Arena, the Blue Jackets earned a power
play.
Defenseman Zach Werenski and forward Max Domi showed impressive
hand-eye coordination in batting down bouncing pucks to keep them in
the zone. But then Werenski inadvertently kicked the puck past the blue
line, and the Jackets had to regroup.
It was that kind of night. Columbus couldn’t get out of its own way for
most of the game, and that 3-0 deficit became the final score.
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The loss snapped a five-game point streak for Blue Jackets, who in
recent games had risen to the fourth and final playoff spot in the NHL’s
Central Division.

With more than a month left in the regular season, it’d be overstating it to
say Thursday is a must-win. But to the Jackets, it feels that way.

Monday was an undeniable step back. Whether it’s a blip or a sign that
the Blue Jackets’ recent surge won’t last is yet to be determined. But the
Jackets won’t go far if such performances are the standard.

“Have to. Have to win,” Foligno said. “It’s not like it’s a must-win game,
but we need to start climbing. You need to start winning sets of games
here. So our mindset is to get some rest and get ready for a big one
Thursday.”

Here are some takeaways:
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On their heels

1185723 Columbus Blue Jackets

Coming off back-to-back wins over Carolina in Raleigh, winning in
overtime on Thursday in a shootout on Saturday, the Blue Jackets knew
the Hurricanes would bring a major pushback.

Blue Jackets can't get untracked in 3-0 loss to Carolina

They didn’t respond accordingly, looking from the start like they were on
their heels.

Bill Rabinowitz

“They checked tonight, and we couldn’t get through it,” Columbus coach
John Tortorella said of the Hurricanes. “It’s a big part of what they do.
And tonight we struggled getting through it.”
The Blue Jackets took only two penalties, but they set the tone for the
result. Less than four minutes into the game, David Savard was called for
tripping. Nick Foligno then took a boarding call, giving Carolina 22
seconds of a 5-on-3 advantage.

Just when the Blue Jackets had reason to feel good about themselves,
they delivered quite the clunker on Monday.
Carolina played like a team eager for retribution after losing to Columbus
in Raleigh on Thursday and Saturday, dominating the Jackets 3-0 in front
of 3,829 at Nationwide Arena.

Columbus successfully killed the penalties, but instead the Jackets
gaining momentum, the ice stayed tilted in Carolina’s favor. A few
minutes later, Brady Skjei scored on a rebound.

The defeat snaps a five-game point streak for the Blue Jackets, who had
ridden a resurgence lately to put themselves back in the thick of the
playoff race in the Central Division.

“I just don’t think we played as fast as we needed to,” Foligno said. “They
were going to come. You could see it. We weren’t as quick as we have
been. I think that was the big difference.”

Monday's performance won't help, in the standings or with the team's
confidence.

Second-period blues

The ice was tilted from the start. Hurricanes goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic
stopped all 19 Blue Jackets shots. Few of them were tough chances.

The middle period has been a problem for Columbus this season. The
Jackets entered Monday having been outscored 39-24 in that period.

"They checked tonight, and we couldn't get through it," Jackets coach
John Tortorella said. "We didn't do enough things to get through it."

Now it’s 41-24.

Carolina led 1-0 after one period, scoring midway through it when Brady
Skjei got his first goal of the season. The puck deflected off Columbus
goalie Joonas Korpisalo on a shot by Sebastian Aho, and Skjei found the
top right corner of the net.

Carolina scored goals two minutes apart to build on its 1-0 lead. Jesper
Fast had a nice tip of a slap shot by Brett Pesce with 13:21 left in the
second period. Martin Necas then teamed with Sebastian Aho for a giveand-go for the third goal with 11:02 remaining.
At that point in the game, Carolina had attempted 38 of the game's 52
shots, and the shots on goal were 21-7. It’s tough to win that way.
Quiet stars
As far as the silent offense, it was a team effort. Nobody on the Jackets
had more than two shots on goal. Defenseman Seth Jones, who played
superbly in the two wins at Carolina, had only one shot on goal, as did
fellow defenseman Werenski. Both were minus-2 in the plus-minus
category.
Oliver Bjorkstrand and Cam Atkinson also had only one shot on goal
apiece. Patrik Laine had two, but was mostly a non-factor.
Tortorella had no interest in dissecting his players’ performance.
“I’m not going there,” he said. “I’m not going to start analyzing top
players.”
Thursday showdown
The teams conclude their four-game stretch on Thursday. If the Jackets
win, they’ll have taken three of four against one of the top teams in their
division. If not, the four games will have been a wash, and Columbus
needs to do more than tread water to stay in playoff contention.
Perhaps sensing that his team’s legs need refreshing, the Jackets
canceled their scheduled practice for Tuesday.

That came seconds after the Blue Jackets had perhaps their best scoring
chance of the period. Zach Werenski fed Oliver Bjorkstrand, whose shot
clanged off the right post.
Earlier in the period, Columbus killed a power play lasting nearly 4
minutes, including 22 seconds of 5-on-3 after Nick Foligno was called for
boarding with David Savard already in the penalty box.
"I think it kind of didn't allow us to get into the flow, the penalties we
took," Tortorella said.
Carolina added two goals in the second period. After a Blue Jackets
power play generated little, the Hurricanes scored on a deflection by
Jesper Fast off a slap shot from the blue line past Korpisalo.
Carolina made it 3-0 on a beautiful give-and-go between Martin Necas
and Sebastian Aho, who fed Necas for a shot on which Korpisalo had
little chance. At that point, the Hurricanes led in shots on goal 21-7 and
shots attempted 38-14.
Through two periods, Jack Roslovic and Boone Jenner were the only
Columbus players with more than one shot on goal (two each).
"They're a hard team to come back on," Columbus captain Nick Foligno
said. "They know how to play and they stay in your face. They force you
to make some turnovers, and we were not diligent with the puck and with
the way we checked in that second period and it cost us."
The Blue Jackets cut into the shots disparity in the third, but couldn't get
anything into the net. Riley Nash had the best chance with a breakaway
early in the period, but was thwarted by Nedeljkovic.
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Along with being a husband and father of three young children, he’s had
a lot on his mind the past year — not to mention his unresolved contract
status and a long goal drought.

David Savard focused on helping Blue Jackets make a playoff push,
blocking out trade talk

Heading into a home game Monday against the Carolina Hurricanes,
Savard’s last goal was on April 10, 2019, in Game 1 of the Blue Jackets’
memorable upset sweep of the Tampa Bay Lightning. His last regularseason goal was March 30, 2019, in Nashville, a span of 101 games.

Brian Hedger

“I think I’m past the time that it kind of weighs on me,” Savard said. “It
would be kind of nice to get one, but I’m just trying to help the team win.
At some point, it’s going to have to go in.”

Blue Jackets defenseman David Savard is a beefy presence who does
yeoman's work in front of his team's net, but the 10-year veteran has
played 101 regular-season games since his last goal.
Speculation about David Savard’s future with the Blue Jackets has
become a topic of interest with the NHL’s trade deadline less than a
month away.
Savard is a 30-year-old defenseman with a right-handed shot, a pending
unrestricted free agent with 10 years of NHL experience — all with
Columbus. He’s a valuable commodity as a hulking, fearless, shotblocking machine who plays on the second defense pairing.
Blue Jackets: Jackets can't get untracked in 3-0 loss to Carolina
He’s just not all that interested in thinking about trades or what his future
might bring after this season.
“That’s just part of the business side of it,” said Savard, whose improved
play in recent weeks coincides with the Blue Jackets’ return to playoff
contention. “I don’t worry too much about it. I’m here to play hockey and
win a Stanley Cup. That’s the only thing I’m trying to do is help the team
win games, get in the playoffs and go for a run.”
It’s something he has done for the Jackets before, primarily by turning his
6-foot-2, 233-pound frame into a shot-blocking shield and battering ram.
Savard also is good with his stick defensively and has formed a stout
pairing with multiple partners with similar body types, including Jack
Johnson, Ian Cole and current partner Vladislav Gavrikov.
Savard and Gavrikov struggled in the first half of this season, not unlike
many of their teammates, but they’re together again and playing close to
the way they did last season. Savard is a big reason why, literally and
figuratively.
“You just know what you’re going to get out of him every single night,”
defenseman Zach Werenski said. “He’s a guy who’s going to block shots,
be physical, be good defensively. He doesn’t really score too much, but
he has kind of an offensive touch to him. He can make plays. In all
situations, Savy’s a rock for our back end, and he’s been a huge part of
this team for a long time.”
Takeaways: Jackets' 3-0 loss to Hurricanes include sluggish start,
continuing second-period blues
There would be a massive crater left behind if Savard gets moved before
the April 12 deadline, which has become less likely after the Jackets’
recent surge into fourth place in the Central Division.
“He’s part of our top four,” coach John Tortorella said. “We’ve put the
pairs back together, that we’ve had for quite a while and I think that’s a
big part of us playing a little bit better here, is the leading of the top-four
(defensemen). So, he’s part of that.”
Savard is also integral in the Blue Jackets’ locker room.
He has a quiet personality, but keeps the mood light with an unheralded
sense of humor. He’s also eager to help younger players and is the
Jackets’ main rep with the NHL Players’ Association — a job that
required him to keep teammates apprised of collective bargaining
negotiations, as well as two “Return-To-Play” initiatives since the onset of
the COVID-19 pandemic last March.

Trade speculation will also pass at some point, regardless of what the
deadline brings.
“Who knows what’s going to happen?” Savard said. “It’s part of the
business and there’s a decision that has to be made at some point, but
for me, it’s out of my hands. I can’t do anything about it. I’m just worrying
about playing hockey.”
Grigorenko recalled
Tortorella didn’t plan to make any lineup changer for the game Monday
other than switching back to goalie Joonas Korpisalo for the start in net.
The Blue Jackets decided to recall forward Mikhail Grigorenko from the
taxi squad, though, as a precautionary measure in case a forward
expected to play couldn’t go. Grigorenko was assigned to the tax squad
on Sunday, so his recall was the second time in a week he was recalled
a day after being assigned.
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Tampa Bay Lightning

Lightning outlast Stars, Andrei Vasilevskiy sets team record

By Eduardo A. Encina
Published Yesterday
Updated 5 hours ago

Andrei Vasilevskiy considered his record-setting win Tuesday night in
Dallas one of the easiest of his seven-year NHL career.
Over the course of his 12-game win streak, the Lightning have prevailed
in different ways. Many times Vasilevskiy saved his teammates when
they left him alone on odd-man rushes and turnovers. But in Tuesday’s
2-1 victory, the Lightning turned in one of their finest defensive efforts of
the season, even while short-handed.
And with his 16-save effort, Vasilevskiy set a franchise record with his
12th straight win, surpassing Louis Domingue’s 11 from the 2018-19
season. He is the ninth goalie in NHL history with such a streak and is
two shy of the league record for consecutive wins.
“He just continues to amaze and I’m glad that he’s didn’t have to stand
on his head tonight for this one, because he’s had to do so a few times
this year for us,” Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “But I think the guys
were digging in for him as well, like wanting this for him. But to have that
consistency, this isn’t a flash in the pan where he just got on this lucky
run. He’s done this before and I think rightfully he should be the guy who
holds this record with the Tampa Bay Lightning.”
The win didn’t come without its challenges. The Lightning defenseman
corps was bloodied and hobbled, but still put up a brick wall to protect
Vasilevskiy. Fifteen of the Lightning’s 16 blocked shots were by Tampa
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After limiting the Stars to seven shots in the first two periods, including
just one in the second, the Lightning overcame Dallas’ inevitable thirdperiod charge. That included killing a critical 5-on-3 Stars power play
over one minute, 29 seconds and a 6-on-5 for the final two minutes.
“A great defensive effort, probably one of the best games we’ve ever
played (defensively), and obviously one of the easiest games I’ve ever
played,” Vasilevskiy said. “I’m just really proud of our team, just an
unbelievable effort. They held the opponent to just seven shots against
through the first two periods. That was amazing. That’s never happened
to me before.”
The Lightning (23-6-2) already were without top defenseman Ryan
McDonagh, who missed the game with a lower body injury. Mikhail
Sergachev took a Vasilevskiy errant pass to the face in the second
period, but returned later in the frame with his upper lip stitched. And Erik
Cernak returned to the ice for the 5-on-3 penalty kill moments after taking
a blocked shot to the inside of his left knee.
The Lightning outshot the Stars 26-17 on the night.
“He’s phenomenal every single night,” Lightning forward Yanni Gourde
said of Vasilevskiy. “We can rely on him every single night. He’s doing
everything so well. It’s nice knowing he’s behind you making the save
and it gives you a little bit more freedom upfront.”
Gourde’s fourth goal in four games, which proved to be the game winner,
came on a putback with 7:16 left in the second period. Steven Stamkos
scored his team-high 16th goal of the season — and his team-best ninth
on the power play — 8:08 into the second period, rifling a one-timer off a
faceoff from the left circle.
The Lightning fell behind 1-0 without McDonagh on the penalty kill when
Roope Hintz sneaked behind Cal Foote, took a pass below the left circle
and beat Vasilevskiy with a nifty back-handed shot 4:32 into the first
period.
Vasilevskiy said he didn’t think too much about the record, saying he was
told by teammates after Sunday’s record-tying win over Florida and
before Tuesday’s game.
“Obviously it’s great, it’s fun to win that many games in a row,”
Vasilevskiy said. “... I just tried to do my job, just working hard every day
trying to do my routine before the game and play my best game every
night. I’m trying to focus on the process.”

One of the team’s top defensemen and a key piece of its penalty kill unit,
McDonagh averages 21 minutes, 58 seconds of ice time, which ranks
second on the team. He also leads the team with 64 blocked shots.
McDonagh’s absence on Sunday led to a heavier workload for Victor
Hedman, who had 29:02 of ice time, his most in any regulation game this
season. Hedman skated for 29:59 in a shootout loss to Chicago on
March 23. Defenseman Mikhail Sergachev’s minutes also went up, as he
played 24:24, his fourth-highest total of the season.
“It’s obviously a big loss,” Hedman said Tuesday. “Mac’s had a great
year. Him and (Erik Cernak) play tough minutes against one of the
opponent’s top lines, he’s great on the PK, eats shots. We’re going to
miss his presence back there, for sure.
“But it’s one of those things that when you go through a season, you
know guys are going to be out of the lineup and you’ve got to be able to
cope with it, and we’re confident that we have the tools, the depth on the
back end to fill that void for for a short period of time.”
Cooper said the team was still considering how it will replace McDonagh
against Dallas. The Lightning could promote Andreas Borgman from the
taxi squad to give the team a third left-shot defenseman or activate
veteran Luke Schenn, a right-shot defenseman.
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Chicago Blackhawks return to the United Center and snap a 4-game
losing streak with a 3-2 win against the Florida Panthers

By PHIL THOMPSON

Back on home ice for the first time in about two weeks, the Chicago
Blackhawks roared back from a four-game skid with a 3-2 win against the
Florida Panthers on Tuesday.
The Hawks scored twice in the first period, added a power play goal in
the second and survived a late Panthers push to beat Florida for the first
time this season.
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The Hawks had gone 0-3-1 against the Panthers in four road games.
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Brandon Hagel swiped a neutral zone pass along the boards that was
meant for Alex Wennberg, then turned and passed to Kubalik coming up
the left side.

Tampa Bay Lightning

Lightning’s Ryan McDonagh out for Tuesday’s game against Stars

Kubalik banked a shot through goaltender Chris Driedger’s leg for his
sixth straight game with a point. It also was the sixth time Kubalik or
Hagel had the primary helper on the other’s goal since Feb. 27.

By Eduardo A. Encina

With a minute and a half left in the first period, Pius Suter tipped in Nikita
Zadorov’s blast from the point. The marker was Suter’s first in seven
games and was Zadorov’s first point since his goal against Detroit on
Feb. 28.

Published Yesterday
Updated Yesterday

The lower-body injury that forced Lightning defenseman Ryan McDonagh
from Sunday’s win over Florida will keep him out of Tuesday’s game in
Dallas, coach Jon Cooper said.
Cooper said Tuesday afternoon he’s hopeful the veteran defenseman will
be able to return at some point during Tampa Bay’s three-game road trip
that goes through Saturday.
McDonagh did not return to the ice following the first intermission of the
Lightning’s 5-3 win over the Florida Panthers Sunday at Amalie Arena.

In the second period, Carl Soderberg tipped in a shot from Patrick Kane
on the Hawks’ second power play of the night. The Panthers answered
about 4 1/2 minutes later when Noel Acciari centered a pass to Anton
Stralman, who caught goaltender Kevin Lankinen off his post.
The Panthers then capitalized on Zadorov’s hooking penalty with Alex
Wennberg’s wrister with about 4 1/2 minutes left in the game.
But the Hawks stopped a potential tying rally, killing off a penalty with 2
1/2 minutes left in the game.
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Kane had two assists. Lankinen made 33 saves while Driedger had 29.
Blackhawks winger MacKenzie Entwistle made his NHL debut during the
first period, playing on the fourth line with Philipp Kurashev and Carl
Soderberg.
Entwistle hopped on at the 2:40 mark, broke up ice for a point-black shot
against Driedger and hit Gustav Forsling during his first shift.
Before the game, the Hawks honored Kane’s 1,000th during a brief
ceremony with his parents, girlfriend and infant son on the ice. Kane
reached the milestone March 9 in Dallas, so the Hawks delayed
celebrating the feat until they returned to the United Center.
The team held off presenting Kane with a silver stick to grant his wish to
wait until Hawks fans can attend.
Kane and several teammates had a playful moment during warmups with
all of them launching pucks into the stand with their sticks in a ritual that’s
usually Kane’s alone.
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exchange more than a pure salary dump. As a result, the Hawks gave up
a lot to get rid of Hossa’s cap hit but also got some assets back.
On Tuesday, that decision started paying dividends as prospect
MacKenzie Entwistle, the Coyotes’ 2017 third-round pick, made his
Hawks debut.
Entwistle, a sturdy 6-3 forward, played 6:03 with two shots on goal. He
became the seventh Hawks rookie to debut in 2021.
“It’s just a taste for him,” Colliton said. “But he was solid. He skated well;
his skating has really improved... He was trying to be physical and he
made a couple nice plays on the breakout.”
Entwistle tallied 26 points in 56 AHL games last season. He dealt with a
severe COVID-19 case earlier this season but found his groove again
recently.
Janmark addresses rumors
Mattias Janmark’s name has frequently appeared in trade rumors ahead
of the April 12 deadline.

1185706 Chicago Blackhawks

The 28-year-old wing will be an unrestricted free agent this summer and
the Hawks could charge a significant price — perhaps a second-round
pick — for him on the trade market.

Blackhawks beat Panthers, end losing streak behind Kevin Lankinen’s 33
saves

He said Monday he hasn’t been fazed by the rumors.

By Ben Pope@BenPopeCST Mar 23, 2021, 9:46pm CDT

“I’m pretty used to it,” Janmark said. “I’ve been on one-year deals the last
four years, so I’m trying not to think too much about it. You’re always
aware that the deadline is coming up, but it’s out of your control. I signed
a one-year deal to improve my value and set myself up for the future,
whether that’s here or someone else.”

After a disheartening road trip, the Blackhawks desperately needed the
kind of night they enjoyed Tuesday.
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Patrick Kane was honored on home ice for his 1,000th game earlier this
month, Kevin Lankinen broke out of his slump with 33 saves and the
Hawks ended their four-game losing streak with a 3-2 win over the
Panthers.

Blackhawks’ Calvin de Haan accepts possible expansion draft fate: ‘One
team is going to want you, hopefully’

“It was big for me, it was big for the team, and it was big for Kaner,”
Lankinen said. “We wanted to have a good start for this homestand,
come out strong, and we really did that.”

By Ben Pope@BenPopeCST Mar 23, 2021, 3:35pm CDT

The Hawks showed improvement in several key areas. Their passes
were much crisper, including on a two-on-one rush where Brandon Hagel
fed Dominik Kubalik to open the scoring and a power-play cycle that led
to Carl Soderberg extending the lead to 3-0.

Blackhawks defenseman Calvin de Haan could be exposed in the
expansion draft this summer.

Their response to adversity was better, too. After the Panthers cut the
lead to 3-1 late in the second period, prompting flashbacks of other blown
leads, the Hawks pinned Florida in its defensive zone with several
consecutive strong shifts and regained control.

Defenseman Calvin de Haan might become an inaugural member of the
Seattle Kraken this summer. Or he might stay with the Blackhawks.

Lankinen was especially spectacular in the third period, making several
highlight-reel stops — including a flailing leg raise to rob Aaron Ekblad
that he later called, with a grin, “something else from the toolbox.”

“You’ve still got to play good hockey,” de Haan said Monday. “Whether
you get picked or not in the expansion draft, one team is going to want
you, hopefully. If you go to Seattle, you go to Seattle. It’s just how it is.
You still have a job and still get to play hockey.”

The Panthers cut the deficit to 3-2 with 4:38 left, but could never tie it.
“We won the game in the first half,” coach Jeremy Colliton said. “We’d
love to snuff them out and end the game, not allow them to get back in
it...[but] we needed the win. We needed something good to happen to us.
We probably deserved a bit better on the trip, but that doesn’t get you
anywhere. We have to earn some momentum.”
Kane, whose infant son made his first public appearance for the
ceremony, recorded two assists.
Entwistle debuts
When jettisoning Marian Hossa’s contract to the Coyotes in 2018,
Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman elected to make the

Either way, the situation is out of his control — and he’s prepared to
accept his fate.

There’s no guarantee Hawks general manager Stan Bowman will leave
de Haan exposed for the expansion draft in July, and there’s no
guarantee the Kraken would pick him off the Hawks’ list. But he does
look like the most likely candidate. The Hawks have to leave Duncan
Keith off because of his no-movement clause, and they’ll probably also
protect fellow defensemen Connor Murphy and Nikita Zadorov.
Given the two protection format options available — either seven
forwards, three defensemen and one goalie or eight skaters of any type
and one goalie — the Hawks would have to expose three forwards they’d
otherwise protect (something along the lines of Brandon Hagel, Alex
Nylander and David Kampf) in order to make de Haan their fourth
protected defenseman. Bowman probably won’t do that.
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De Haan’s contract runs through 2022 with a $4.55 million salary-cap hit,
per CapFriendly. The Kraken might well view the steady 29-year-old
veteran as the kind of player they’ll need to fill out their defense.
De Haan also is the kind of player who sees and reads expansion draft
projections that outline the aforementioned logic. He doesn’t try to ignore
media coverage and is by far the most active Hawk on social media.
Asked Monday to evaluate his play lately, he tellingly responded, “The
hockey critics may not agree with how I’m playing, but I think I’ve been
playing really good.”
So he’s not oblivious. But he’s accustomed to the noise.
“It’s not going to be a burden on my play,” he said. “I’m still going to try to
play my best. At the same time, if I am exposed, this year is maybe a
tryout for that team in a certain way, and you still want to play well. We
want to make the playoffs here [in Chicago], so that’s obviously the . . .
most important thing at this time.”
If this year is a tryout, de Haan has received passing marks. His shoulder
injuries seemingly behind him, he has nicely filled his defensive
defenseman role. Entering Tuesday, his scoring chances against rate
(26.7 per 60 minutes) were best among regular Hawks defensemen, and
his shot attempts against rate (51.9) were best among all Hawks
defensemen. He ranked sixth in the NHL in blocked shots, as well, with
68 in 31 games.

Which is now 2 points ahead of the Blue Jackets for the fourth and final
spot in the Central Division. Dominik Kubalik, Pius Suter and Carl
Soderberg scored for the Hawks, and Kevin Lankinen made 33 saves.
Kubalik, who extended his point streak to six, has 11 goals and 15
assists. Suter (9 goals) snapped a six-game point drought.
Patrick Kane had 2 assists, the second coming on the power play when
Soderberg tapped in his pass to make it 3-0 at 4:22 of the second period.
Florida, which was without Aleksander Barkov, got its second goal from
Alex Wennberg with 4:38 remaining. The Hawks then staved off a few
late chances to improve to 15-13-5.
"We were engaged and hard working and did a good job of taking control
of the game early on," Colliton said. "We won the game in the first half.
Obviously we'd love to snuff them out ... and not allow them to get back
in it. ... We did a decent job of getting the game back under control."
Brandon Hagel really stood out in this one. The rookie helped open the
scoring at 6:24 of the first period after stealing the puck in the neutral
zone and feathering a perfect pass to Kubalik. He also blocked a
dangerous shot from MacKenzie Weeger with 3:10 remaining.
"He's growing confidence with the puck," Colliton said. "He made a
heckuva play to Kubby."

“He’s a dependable defender,” coach Jeremy Colliton said Monday. “He
plays a hard game. He’s physical. He can get stops in ‘D’-zone. He’s got
some wiliness to him, as far as finding ways to survive in tough
situations.”

This homestand, which continues with a rematch against the Panthers on
Thursday, includes two games each against Nashville and Carolina. It's
imperative the Hawks rattle off some victories during this stretch because
their last eight games are against Tampa Bay (1), Florida (2), Carolina
(3) and Dallas (2).

With so many young defensemen growing into bigger roles this season,
the future-looking Hawks might not need de Haan as much beyond this
summer — another reality Haan has acknowledged.

"Of course you're watching it right now," Kane said of the playoff picture.
"The best thing we can do is play like we did tonight and control our own
destiny and keep winning games. We should be fine."

If that’s the case, the same wily nature that helps him on the ice might
apply off it. De Haan was involved in the original expansion draft drama
of 2017, when then-Islanders GM Garth Snow exposed de Haan, Brock
Nelson and Ryan Strome but traded first- and second-round picks to
convince the new Golden Knights franchise to pick goalie J.F. Berube
instead.

Last year, the Hawks played nine postseason games as the ousted
Edmonton before getting eliminated by Vegas in five games. A return this
year -- even if it is a short series against one of the top teams -- is
something Colliton knows would be good for his squad.

De Haan managed to escape that debacle with his career unscathed.
He’ll almost certainly find a way to do so this summer, too, no matter if
it’s with the Kraken or the Hawks.

"(Last year) was huge," he said. "For a lot of different reasons. Individual
development, development of our team, belief in what we're trying to
build, experience playing in those types of game.
"We want to earn the chance to go through that again and obviously
progress further."
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Blackhawks open homestand with 3-2 win over Panthers

Former Blackhawks coach Quenneville feels fortunate to see another
ceremony for Kane

John Dietz
John Dietz
Coming off a brutal 1-5-0 road trip, the Blackhawks opened a six-game
homestand by beating the Florida Panthers for the first time this season.
The 3-2 victory is a good omen for the Hawks, who watched a 9-point
lead over Columbus completely disappear over the past two weeks.
If the Hawks can earn a second straight playoff berth -- something
nobody predicted when this campaign kicked off -- it should help speed
up the rebuilding process. Still, with 23 games remaining, coach Jeremy
Colliton admitted he's not exactly dwelling on the what may or may not
happen come mid-May.
"I'm not sure how often I'm bringing it up. I'm sure we do talk about it,"
Colliton said. "It's more talking about how each game is important and
we've got to have the proper urgency with our preparation and how we
approach it. I mean everyone knows where we fit in the standings."

When Joel Quenneville returned to the United Center for the first time as
coach of the Florida Panthers on January 21, 2020, the Blackhawks put
together a dual celebration.
First came a pregame ceremony to commemorate Patrick Kane's 1,000th
career point. Then, at the first commercial break, came a moving tribute
video for Quenneville, which featured The Who's "Behind Blue Eyes."
Considering the Panthers normally visit the UC just once a season, the
odds of Quenneville being in the building for Kane's big moment were
long indeed. Incredibly, 14 months later, Quenneville was on hand
Tuesday for yet another ceremony for Kane as the Hawks honored their
forward for his 1,000th game, which came at Dallas on March 9,
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"Coincidence or not, I feel fortunate to be around for it," said Quenneville,
who was the only person on Florida's bench while Kane was honored.
"So many years and so many games of watching Kaner do his thing.
What a privilege to be a part of that. And at this stage of his career he
keeps getting better. It's an amazing career that's gonna be celebrated
today. The fact that I get to see both of them … pretty amazing.
Quenneville then added with a smile: "Who knows if I'll get to see (when)
the jersey goes up to the rafters."
Joining Kane on the ice were his parents, his four-month old son and his
girlfriend, Amanda. A larger ceremony will be held when every seat in the
UC is allowed to be occupied.
Kane was clearly touched that Quenneville emerged from Florida's
dressing room.
"It speaks volumes of how classy of a guy he is," Kane said. "Just nice
skating back to the bench and seeing him and sharing that moment with
him for one second."
Strange sight:
Quenneville's Panthers (20-7-4) are 10-4-3 at home, where up to 25%
capacity is allowed in the stadium. Florida is one of 18 teams allowing
fans. None of those teams are in Canada, meaning 75% of the
franchises based in the United States have crowds.
"Knowing that there's not going to be fans in the building, you look up
and you're (thinking), 'wow,'" Quenneville said. "It helps. The enthusiasm,
you feel it -- whether it's calls, whether it's the momentum, whether it's
goals, hits. You feel it.
"The support's been outstanding. You definitely notice the buildings that
have fans in them. Players appreciate that as well. It's just a matter of
time before they're back here. But at the same time I think everybody's
happy that the buildings are starting to become more full."
Slap shot:
Mackenzie Entwistle (2 SOG, 3 hits in 6:03) made his NHL debut when
the Hawks defeated the Panthers 3-2 Tuesday. Entwistle, who was
acquired from Arizona as part of the Marian Hossa trade in 2018, had 2
goals and 3 assists in 12 games for Rockford. He was a third-round pick
of Arizona in 2017.
Daily Herald Times LOADED: 03.24.2021

Dach was on the ice early working with the forward group in pre-practice
drills then remained on the ice for the actual practice portion, which
lasted roughly 30 minutes. He then moved to the second sheet of ice with
the extras, likely for conditioning reasons, for additional work, which
included faceoffs towards the end.
And he looked like someone who isn't far away from being cleared to
play.
"He’s definitely taking contact," Colliton said. "Obviously there's different
levels of contact. We’re trying to give him a little bit at a time."
Where Dach fits into the lineup when he's ready to return is the real
question. He immediately becomes the No. 1 center, but would the
Blackhawks be better off spreading the wealth (perhaps on a line with
Dylan Strome, who's been moved to the wing) or overloading the first line
with Alex DeBrincat and Patrick Kane?
The Blackhawks will have options and it could even allow them to
transition Pius Suter to the wing to lessen his responsibility and allow him
to focus on producing offensively.
One thing is for certain: Dach is going to play his natural position of
center. His wrist injury isn't expected to limit his ability to take faceoffs,
although the Blackhawks are going to be strategic with how they utilize
him, like they did in the postseason.
"I’d expect if he’s cleared to play, he’s cleared to play," Colliton said. "I
wouldn’t expect that he would play wing. That doesn’t mean he’s going to
take all the faceoffs, but I think one of the things that makes him most
valuable is his play in the middle and his play down low and his play
defensively and his ability to push the pace from goal line to goal line.
Covers a lot of ground.
"Whether he takes all the faceoffs, we’ll see. He didn’t necessarily take
them all last year. either. We’ll also see how the team looks when he
does come back. That typically is part of what you consider when you're
building a lineup."
Comcast SportsNet.com LOADED: 03.24.2021
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Kevin Lankinen and the Blackhawks respond, and it’s time to start talking
about the playoffs: 10 observations
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Where Kirby Dach could slot in when he's cleared to play
But they’ll just get trounced in the first round by Tampa Bay.
BY CHARLIE ROUMELIOTIS

Yeah, probably.
But they’ll wind up with a worse draft pick.

The Blackhawks have lost six of their last seven games in regulation, but
they could be getting a major boost soon. And it would come at a perfect
time.

Sure, by a few slots.

Kirby Dach was a full participant at practice on Monday at Fifth Third
Arena and didn't appear to be limited in any way. He recently joined the
team on their six-game road trip, which was clearly an indication that he's
ahead of his original four-to-five-month timetable after undergoing right
wrist surgery on Dec. 28.

Even in the wacky world of hockey, I can’t argue with that.

But it remains unclear when the 20-year-old center could return to the
lineup.
"We don’t have a timeline for him or a date set but we keep giving him
more and more and that’s encouraging," head coach Jeremy Colliton
said. "I think there's no reason to think there will be any setbacks. We'll
just keep pushing him and we’ll see."

But they have no chance of winning the Stanley Cup.

But it’ll be a debacle, and there’s nothing to gain.
Now that’s where you (the voice in my head representing the countless
Blackhawks fans who enjoy frequently yelling at me on Twitter and in the
comments section and in the self-checkout line at Jewel) and I differ.
Though this brutal March schedule has severely dented much of the
optimism built up during a surprisingly competitive January and February,
it shouldn’t change the overall narrative. The Blackhawks are further
along in the rebuild than anticipated. They have more NHL-ready young
players than anticipated. They have a better goaltending situation than
anticipated. And they’re capable of earning a playoff spot far earlier than
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anticipated. Yes, still. That’s what happens when you’re in an eight-team
division with only three “good” teams.
And yes, the Blackhawks very much should be thinking about, striving for
and setting the bar at a playoff berth. I don’t care if it’s Tampa or Florida
or Carolina waiting in the first round. I don’t care if it means they pick
17th again instead of 13th. I don’t care if it’ll almost surely be a one-anddone. The value in being competitive this season already has outweighed
the value in a potential top-five pick during an underwhelming draft year.
And the value of a week or two of playoff experience for a team that’s
already seen seven players make their NHL debuts would outweigh any
risk of being humbled or humiliated at the hands of a true contender. And
spare me the rending of garments over a handful of spots in the draft. If
you’re not in the top five (hell, sometimes even when you are in the top
five) it’s all a crapshoot, anyway.
The small-picture focus is still on daily improvement. The big-picture
focus is still on setting the Blackhawks up as a contender in a couple of
years. But you can do both of those while putting a little unexpected
emphasis on the midrange picture — an honest-to-god playoff race. If
anything, it’ll help motivate the daily progress and expedite the long-term
progress.
With a solid 3-2 win over Florida on Tuesday, the Blackhawks sit in
position for the fourth and final playoff spot in the Central Division with 23
games left in the season, two points ahead of Columbus, four ahead of
Nashville and seven ahead of Dallas (which has four games in hand).
Even after this murderous March, it’s still very much within reach. Say the
word with me: Playoffs. You should be thinking about it. They should be
thinking about it. We should all be saying it out loud.
“I’m not sure how often I’m bringing it up,” coach Jeremy Colliton said
when I asked how hard he’s emphasizing the playoff picture. “I’m sure we
do talk about it. It’s more talking about how each game is important and
we’ve got to have the proper urgency with our preparation and how we
approach it. I mean, everyone knows where we fit in the standings. It’s a
privilege to play in big games and ultimately a privilege to play in the
playoffs, and we want to earn that with how we perform and it starts by
how we prepare and then how we compete during the games. It would be
subconscious how often I’m bringing it up.”
A similar conversation sprung up among the Blackhawks fan base last
spring when the expanded playoffs in Edmonton became a reality. Would
it be better to lose to the Oilers in the bubble and secure a higher draft
pick, or to beat the Oilers and gain real-life playoff experience for players
such as Kirby Dach and Alex Nylander, among others?
The right answer back then was that it’s always better to win. Always,
always, always.
“It was huge,” Colliton said of those four bonus weeks of high-intensity
hockey. “For a lot of different reasons: individual development,
development of our team, belief in what we’re trying to build, experience
playing in those types of game. We want to earn the chance to go
through that again and obviously progress further.”
Dominik Kubalik, who made his unexpected playoff debut with a fivepoint night against the Oilers, said he “learned a lot” in the Edmonton
bubble, and it whetted his appetite to experience a true postseason with
a packed United Center rooting on the Blackhawks. This spring won’t be
like that even if they do make it, but it’ll be another step in the process for
Philipp Kurashev, Kevin Lankinen, Pius Suter and so many others,
including, yes, Kirby Dach.
To be clear, GM Stan Bowman should not be making any win-now
moves as the April 12 trade deadline approaches. Let’s not go crazy
here. But if all you’re going to get is a fourth- or fifth-rounder for Carl
Soderberg? Keep him. He’s useful. If you’re not going to get a first- or
second-round pick for Mattias Janmark? Keep him. He’s useful. You can
play the long game and still play to win.
It’s something that few, if any, saw coming: The final seven weeks of this
season matter. That’s seven weeks of meaningful games, seven weeks

of pressure, seven weeks of mental and physical tests, seven weeks to
reveal the character of a team that figured to be an unknowable enigma
for another year or two, at least.
So set that bar. Say that word. Go for it. The playoffs.
What do you have to lose?
10 quick observations
1. Admit it. When the Panthers’ Anton Stralman scored off a beautiful
Noel Acciari feed midway through the second period Tuesday night, you
thought it was going to happen again, didn’t you? Even with a 3-1 lead,
you felt it all going wrong. Another squandered start, another blown lead,
another kick-in-the-teeth loss.
But Tuesday night, the Blackhawks didn’t wilt, didn’t panic. They
responded in a big way and took an impressive — and desperately
needed — 3-2 victory over the Panthers, who were without star center
Aleksander Barkov, who left warmups early with a lower-body injury.
After Stralman’s goal, the Blackhawks allowed just one shot on goal in
the next seven-plus minutes, sustaining several outstanding shifts deep
in the offensive zone and preventing Florida from getting any momentum.
The Panthers scored late on a power play with the goalie pulled, but the
Blackhawks survived the desperation push and held on for one of their
most complete victories of the season.
It was a far cry from the last game played at the United Center, when a 30 lead against Tampa Bay turned into a 6-3 loss and the start of a 1-6-0
stretch.
“We needed the win,” Colliton said. “We needed something good to
happen to us. We probably deserved a bit better on the trip. But that
doesn’t get you anywhere. We’ve got to earn some momentum, and
we’ve done that. Now it’s up to us to do something with it.”
2. Kevin Lankinen was never really in danger of losing his status as the
Blackhawks’ clear No. 1 goaltender, but his .887 save percentage in six
March games was at least mildly concerning, even with the caveat that it
came against really good teams. So his terrific 33-save performance
Tuesday was a relief for both the Blackhawks and the rookie goalie
himself. Lankinen had been doing more one-on-one work lately with
goaltending coach Jimmy Waite, focusing on fighting through screens
and being more patient in the crease. He thought the work paid off
Tuesday.
“Yeah, honestly I’ve been feeling pretty good the last couple weeks
here,” Lankinen said. “It’s just the results haven’t really been there. So I
felt comfortable coming in tonight. (Been) working on my game with
Jimmy and doing a couple tweaks and I felt really good out there, so I
was happy to have those things managed and jump into the game. That
brings a lot of confidence when you practice something and it develops in
your game and you feel good out there. So, it was good. It was a good
night.”
Lankinen’s biggest highlight-reel save never should have happened —
rebound control has been an issue for Lankinen and Malcolm Subban all
season, and Lankinen has to catch and smother the first shot here — but
it sure was fun to watch, all the same.
“Just something else from the toolbox,” Lankinen quipped.
3. If it feels like the Blackhawks have been on the road all season, well,
it’s not far from the truth. They played just 13 of their first 32 games at
home. The good news for them is that it sets them up for a favorable
stretch to close out the season. Tuesday’s game was the first of a run of
eight of nine games in Chicago. That’s followed up by a far-fromimposing trip through Columbus, Detroit and Nashville. So the time to
make up all the ground lost in recent weeks is now.
“Now we have 23 games left in the season,” said Patrick Kane, a
notorious standings watcher. “Of course, you’re watching it to see what’s
going on. I think the best thing we can do is play like we did tonight and
control our own destiny and keep winning games, and we should be fine.
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We have a lot of home games so you want to take advantage of that,
being on home ice and having the last change and using that to your
advantage.”
4. Let’s talk about that Stralman goal, though. This screenshot is a
moment before Acciari sets up Stralman with some slick stickwork. All
five Blackhawks are on one side of the ice, with Calvin de Haan in his
opposite corner. That allowed Stralman to sneak behind everyone and be
hilariously open — granted, it took a brilliant pass by Acciari — in the slot
for an easy goal. Even right after a penalty kill, when the lineup can be a
little discombobulated, it’s an obvious and unacceptable lapse.
“We just made a tough read,” Colliton said. “First of all, we want to get
the puck out there. We had the puck and they were able to keep it alive
and extend the zone time and then we got puck-focused. That was a big
goal for them. Would have loved to have kept it 3-0, might have been a
different game.”
5. MacKenzie Entwistle became the seventh player to make his NHL
debut for the Blackhawks this season, joining Lankinen, Suter, Kurashev,
Ian Mitchell, Reese Johnson and Wyatt Kalynuk. The 6-foot-3 winger was
acquired in the deal that sent Marian Hossa’s contract to Arizona and
had two goals and three assists in 12 games with Rockford this season.
He had 11 goals and 15 assists in 56 games last year.
On his first NHL shift, he quickly got a shot on goal and finished a check
on Gustav Forsling in the corner. He played only three third-period shifts,
with none coming in the final 11 minutes as the game tightened.
“Just a taste for him,” Colliton said. “We wanted to reward him for his
work in Rockford. … He gave us some solid minutes, and it’s something
he can build on.”
6. Here are the analytics from Sportlogiq. Note the massive difference in
offensive-zone time.
Shots
35
32
OZ possession time
4:43
8:00
Slot shots on net
23
17
Rush scoring chances
8

give him and Brandon Hagel (who are terrific together) a more offensiveminded center than David Kampf.
It’ll probably happen regardless when Dach makes his imminent return,
perhaps bumping Suter (and eventually, hopefully, Jonathan Toews)
down to second-line center. Strome had a brief run between the two
earlier in the season and the numbers weren’t pretty (a 28.29 xGF
percentage in 24 minutes, per Natural Stat Trick), but it could be worth a
more extended look. Or why not give Kurashev a run at it? Hagel works
hard enough at both ends of the ice to give the line some 200-foot bite.
Give it a try. Colliton loves Kampf, his favorite security blanket. But he’s
not a second-line center. It’s worth a shot to see what Kurashev can do
with the new dynamic duo.
One thing is for sure: Kubalik and Hagel are made for each other.
8. The Blackhawks all wore Kane’s No. 88 in warmups to commemorate
his 1,000th game way back at the start of the recent road trip on March 9.
A smaller milestone was Kubalik playing in his 100th game Saturday in
Tampa. Forty goals and 31 assists in 100 games — not a bad start for
the 25-year-old Czech winger.
“It’s pretty quick, you know?” he said. “I remember we were in Prague
and I did the interview before and I was going to play my first game. Now
we’re at 100. Time really flies. I hope I’m a more experienced, better
player right now. There are so many things from the first year I’ll
remember for the rest of my life. I’m just really enjoying my time here.”
9. The Panthers didn’t come out early to watch Kane’s ceremony. But
Joel Quenneville did. You could almost see him beaming like a proud
dad underneath his mask.
“Pretty classy move, especially with the opposing team not allowed out
there,” Kane said. “To see his face and just see him on the bench for the
ceremony, speaks volumes of the class he has and obviously the great
memories and times we’ve had together.”
10. The NHL announced a change to the draft lottery format, with the
goal to avoid having a team as putrid as last season’s Red Wings falling
to fourth overall. There will be just two lottery draws, instead of three,
meaning the worst team in the league will never pick worse than third.
That rule will be implemented immediately. The other significant changes
are that a team can move up only 10 spots, dropping the number of
teams eligible for the No. 1 pick from 16 to 11, and that teams can move
up in the draft via a lottery win only twice in a five-year span. Those
changes won’t be implemented until next year.
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Chicago Blackhawks trade deadline news: Mattias Janmark, Dylan
Strome and others who could be dealt
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The Blackhawks are in a unique spot approaching the trade deadline.

Controlled exits

They’ve obviously exceeded expectations in what was labeled a
rebuilding season and they’re competing for a playoff spot. But as good
as they’ve been in the present, their focus is still on the future. There’s an
understanding they’re not ready to compete for the Stanley Cup again
just yet.

80
75
Completed stretch passes
11
14
7. It’s hard to quibble with, considering Kubalik scored a first-period goal
to extend his point streak to six games, but it’s time for the Blackhawks to

So, what does that mean for the trade deadline? It’ll be interesting. They
could sell off expiring contracts. They could add someone to their longterm players. They could bring on a bad contract in exchange for draft
picks and assets because of their cap space.
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In the weeks leading up to the trade deadline on April 12, we’ll keep you
updated in this space on all the major Blackhawks’ news.
Follow the trade deadline news around the NHL.

By Scott Powers Mar 23, 2021 28

United Center attendance

Blackhawks coach Jeremy Colliton realizes where his team is at right
now.

Chicago Cubs and White Sox fans have something to look forward to
with both stadiums allowed to have fans in them when the baseball
season begins. The Fire are optimistic about Soldier Field as well.

On the one hand, his players are tired. The season has been a grind. It
wouldn’t do them any good to be on the ice too long for practice. It might
even have a negative effect.

As for Chicago’s indoor sports, including the Blackhawks and Bulls at the
United Center, there’s no light at the end of the tunnel yet.

On the other hand, the Blackhawks have struggled of late. They returned
to Chicago after winning just once on a six-game road trip. They’re a
team that could probably use some practice. They have a quick
turnaround again before hosting the Florida Panthers on Tuesday.

“We’re talking with the teams at the United Center,” a City of Chicago
source said. “They have sound plans. But the city is seeing a concerning
uptick in new cases and increased positivity that mimics the type of surge
we saw last fall. For now, we’re going to pause any new increases on
indoor capacities at venues, including sports, churches and more.”
Chicago has seen a 23 percent increase in positive COVID-19 cases
over the last week, according to the city. It reported 350 new cases on
Tuesday. The city has a 3.2 percent positivity rate this week compared to
2.9 last week. (Powers, March 23)
Mattias Janmark knows the deal
Mattias Janmark has been through this before. Whenever you sign a
one-year contract, you understand you could be traded at any time,
especially around the deadline. For Janmark, he has signed four oneyear contracts in his NHL career, including the one he’s currently on with
the Blackhawks.
Janmark may be the Blackhawks’ most tradable player leading up to the
deadline. He has a minimal cap hit and has been producing this season.
When he was asked Monday whether he had thought about his future
and the deadline, he didn’t have to think too hard about the answer. On
the one hand, yes, it’s on his mind. But, no, it’s not keeping him up at
night.
“I’m pretty used to it,” Janmark said. “I’ve been on one-year deals the last
four years, so I’m trying not to think much about it. You’re always aware
the deadline’s coming up, but it’s out of your control. I signed a one-year
deal to improve my value and set myself up for the future. Whether that’s
here or somewhere else, we’ll see.”
The Athletic’s Scott Powers and Arthur Staple analyzed what a Janmark
trade could look like between the Blackhawks and New York Islanders.
(Powers, March 22)
Calvin de Haan to Seattle?
Calvin de Haan is the name most associated with the expansion draft
from the Blackhawks. Is he thinking about that possibility?
“You’ve still gotta play good hockey,” de Haan said on Monday. “Whether
you get picked or not in the expansion draft, one team is going to want
you, hopefully. If you go to Seattle, you go to Seattle. It’s just how it is.
You still have a job and still get to play hockey. I’ve been through it
before with Vegas. I was left exposed in that draft, too, and ended up
staying with the Isles. It’s not going to be a burden on my play. I’m still
going to try to play my best. At the same time, if I am exposed, this year
is maybe a tryout for that team in a certain way and you still want to play
well. We want to make the playoffs here, so that’s obviously the most
important goal and most important thing at this time.”
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What exactly the Blackhawks did in practice to overcome struggles and
prepare for the Florida Panthers

Colliton’s goal Monday was to have a practice to fit his team’s needs.
After the players worked within their position group on one ice sheet at
Fifth Third Arena, they skated over to the other sheet and practiced for a
tight 30 minutes. Colliton chose specific drills to address what he had
seen lately from his players and what they need to do to prepare for the
Panthers.
“It’s both,” Colliton said. “There’s things that we feel are important and
we’re trying to build in our team habits and just the standard that we want
our team to play with and what we feel is important, so we’re always
getting back to those things: pace and work ethic and execution. And
then obviously in our team game, there’s things we feel like we’ve got to
sharpen up on. That’s when we’re putting the practice together, that’s
how we break it down.”
Here’s what the Blackhawks did in those 30 minutes:
The Blackhawks’ first drill was a basic shooting drill. It begins with
players in two lines at diagonal corners of the rink. When the whistle
blows, two players from each line take off. As they round the blue line,
the second player receives a pass from the other line. The second player
then passes the puck ahead to the first player in the neutral zone, and
the first player advances to shoot on the goalie. The second player
circles the other blue line, receives a pass and then advances to shoot
on the opposite goalie. The players later moved their lines to the opposite
corner and ran the drill again. The drill lasted about seven minutes in
total.
Colliton ended that drill and had his players sprint one lap around the ice.
He then met them at the glass to go over the next drill.
The second drill was a 2-on-1 with a backchecker. Two players would
start with the puck in the defensive zone and begin with a 2-on-1 rush
against a defenseman. A forward is released from behind the play and
has to skate from behind the rush to defend. It’s a continuous drill where
one forward from the previous rush begins the next rush. Three players
step in from lines on each rush.
There are many purposes to the drill. Colliton wants his players to
capitalize on their chances, but it’s also about skating and the work ethic
he’s been trying to reinforce throughout the season. The second drill was
about five minutes.
After the second drill, the players got some water and Colliton again had
them at the glass to go over their next drill.
In the third drill, five players, three offensive and two defensive, began at
the blue line facing the far net. A puck is knocked into the neutral zone. A
defenseman retrieves it as quickly as possible in the neutral zone and
begins a 3-on-2 rush. On some reps, a fourth forward and a third
defender are added to make it a 4-on-3 chance.
“We feel like we’re leaving a little bit on the table in transition, being able
to take advantage of our work ethic and pressure on the puck,” Colliton
said explaining the drill. “I think we can execute better and have more of
a killer instinct in those situations. Be clean, be quick, play fast and take
advantage of those 3-on-2, 4-on-3s that hopefully we’re going to create.
We feel like we can get more out of our work ethic when we force
turnovers, so that was a focus.”
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Defenseman Calvin de Haan gave his perspective of the drill, too.

Time to pivot to Columbus.

“We’re just trying to practice our quick ups — not really stickhandling and
just trying to move the puck forward as quick as possible,” de Haan said.
“It’s a transition drill. It’s a good drill. Even if the offensive team has an
extra guy, it’s still hard to make a pass at times, especially if the
forecheckers have a good position. It works on that aspect of the game
as well — it works on the defensive side of things, too.”

Walker informed the coaches, management, trainers and players that
their NHL schedule was about to turn on a dime.

Here’s the same drill beginning on the other side of the ice:
“I think we can be a little bit sharper,” Blackhawks forward Mattias
Janmark said. “I think it was there against Tampa. There was a lot of
room. We weren’t able to finish it off whether it was scoring a goal, him
making big saves or we weren’t sharp enough. There’s space there. If we
can practice to win the puck back, I think that’s what we wanted to work
on.”
The drill went on for about nine minutes. From there, the Blackhawks
ended practice by playing 3-on-3 in the offensive zone from the circle
down. The defensive side played man-on-man and had to clear the puck
out of the zone to end the rep. Players subbed in then.
“And then typical 3-on-3 down low, working to get pucks back, staying on
the D side, switching when we can and when we do win the puck back,
be clean with it, find a way to exit clean, reaction can be an option and
get out is really important so you don’t have to defend too long,” Colliton
said.
“We’re just looking to stay with our man,” de Haan said. “You don’t want
to give up high-grade chances in those types of drills. It’s an effective drill
to coach positioning and how we want to play defensively.”
The Blackhawks played 3-on-3 for about nine minutes and wrapped up
practice.
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The Athletic / NHL’s unsung heroes: How team services staff keep a
season unlike any other running (mostly) smoothly

By Scott Burnside Mar 23, 2021

First, there was COVID-19. And one would have thought that challenge
would have been more than enough for your average NHL team services
coordinator.
But then you’re the Nashville Predators getting ready for a couple of
games in Dallas in February and the power goes out as a result of a
catastrophic winter storm.
“And you’re like, ‘I beg your pardon but how did that happen on top of
everything else?’” Brandon Walker, manager of hockey operations for the
Predators, said with a wry chuckle.
Walker started in the hockey business doing play-by-play in Shreveport,
La. The head of team services has been with the Predators for 18 years.
Needless to say, all of this — the team outbreaks, the postponed games,
the COVID-19 protocols that govern basically every waking and sleeping
moment for NHL players and staff — is unlike anything Walker or any of
his peers have ever encountered.
But that’s why they’re there, not to complain about the circumstances but
to keep the machinery moving no matter how many sticks get thrown in
the gears.
So, back to Dallas. Walker quickly went through the mental checklist as
the full scope of the emergency in Texas became known. That night’s
game in Dallas was out and shortly after, it became clear the second
scheduled game wouldn’t happen either.

Treatment for players had to be rescheduled to take place at the hotel
before packing up and heading to the charter.
Oh yeah, the charter. Flights needed to be rescheduled out of Dallas and
into Columbus.
That critical operation was complicated by the fact there was almost no
de-icing solution available. Buses needed to be alerted to the changes in
Dallas and in Columbus. Can’t have players standing around a freezing
tarmac in Ohio. Hotel reservations set for Columbus for later in the week
had to be rejigged.
And food.
Walker got on his computer.
“We got some closure that night,” Walker said. “We had Italian food
catered in. A place I found with a Yelp review that looked pretty good.
Some chicken parm, couple bottles of wine and a full belly. Turned out to
be a pretty decent day, considering the circumstances.”
To suggest this is all in a day’s work for Walker and his colleagues
around the NHL might sound trite. But it would be wholly true in this most
unconventional of NHL seasons. The reality is these kinds of days aren’t
particularly unique. And they don’t happen in a vacuum.
The ripple effect of those postponements in Texas spread to Chicago
and Tampa and Raleigh and so on.
The Lightning also rescheduled games set for Dallas and ended up
playing two games in Raleigh, dislodging the Blackhawks who were
already there for games, which meant Walker’s counterparts with those
three teams were instantly running down their own checklists.
And that’s to say nothing of the Stars, who had players open their homes
to teammates and their families so they could stay warm and get fed
while power was restored.
Stars head of team services Jason Rademan has become a quick study
in the nimble, just like his colleagues. Rademan didn’t even get out of
training camp without having his world turned upside down as 17 Stars
players tested positive for COVID-19, prompting the first of what would
be an ongoing game of scheduling whack-a-mole by the league.
“This year, this whole situation, that’s a chapter in everybody’s book,”
Rademan said. “There have been so many things that have come up in
the last year that you never would have guessed.”
Like having to separate the forwards into one dressing room at the
practice rink and defense and goaltenders in another. And assigned
seats on the charter buses and in the team’s meal room.
“It’s like a wedding,” Rademan joked.
At least once a day Rademan sends out a group text or email to all of the
Stars organization to inform them of changes to the team’s daily routine
or remind them of where they need to be and when.
And when it was someone who had tested positive, then Rademan was
helping with the contact tracing figuring out who the player sits beside in
the dressing room and on the bus.
“It was hard to keep track of even who had it and who didn’t and who was
in the hotel (quarantining) and who wasn’t,” Rademan said.
“We’re still making up those games.”
After a time there comes a feeling of, well is it fatalism or simply being
Zen?
Rademan, who has been with the Stars since 2002-03, likes to quote
head coach Rick Bowness who often says often that every day is STC.
Subject To Change.
Like Chicago and Detroit, the Stars share their home arena with an NBA
team, so that has been added to the mix when it’s come to rescheduling
games.
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“Everybody’s been pretty understanding and co-operative,” Rademan
said. “You just keep your feet moving.”
Veteran Kings staffer Rob Koch had another layer of “seriously?” to a
season chock full of those moments when the Kings were recently
trapped in Denver unable to fly home.
As a snowstorm approached, Koch was in constant communication with
the team’s charter partners at Delta Airlines. At one point Koch was even
poring over a map of the Denver airport runway scheme complete with
projections on which runways might stay open the longest during the
snowstorm and whether it might allow for the Kings to get out of town and
back home in time to get ready for their next game against the Blues.
Didn’t happen.
Hoping for the best but planning for the worst is kind of a mantra at the
best of times for NHL team services staff. So Koch spent time as the
storm approached extending stays at the team’s hotel in Denver, making
sure keys were still active for an extra day so they didn’t have to go
through the process of being issued new keys or have to change rooms
while lining up additional meals for an extended stay.
“You’re just trying to factor in all those little things,” Koch said.
Words to live by. Like that Koch and the Kings have not just one but two
NBA teams with whom they share space at Staples Center, adding yet
another layer to rescheduling postponed games.
Team services folks are by nature small detail folk.
Like figuring out how players and staff, especially young players who
often carpool with veterans, get to the airport or the practice rink or the
main rink.

“I kind of enjoyed going through it with them, there was kind of a sense
that we’re all in this together,” said Sundheim, who has been handling
team services duties since 2014. “That part was kind of nice.”
The trade deadline frenzy is traditionally a time of high stress and
confronting the unknown. We talked to Jim Britt of the Penguins two
years ago about having a police escort to help get newly acquired
players Jared McCann and Nick Bjugstad to PPG Paints Arena with
literally seconds to spare before the start of a game. But it’s hard to
imagine whatever unfolds between now and April 12 will be any more
challenging than what the team services folks have been dealing with on
a daily basis for months.
In short, if you can handle a COVID-19 outbreak and all that entails, you
can handle the trade deadline.
Take Carolina.
“All of our (COVID-19) cases happened on the road,” Sundheim said.
That meant making sure players who had to quarantine in Detroit or
Nashville while the rest of the team moved on were well cared for. And
then to make sure when it was time for them to return to Raleigh they
could do so within the protocols.
For instance, Jordan Staal was stranded in Detroit. The Red Wings’ staff
helped make sure Staal was getting enough quality food. Then Sundheim
and his staff had to arrange for a rental car to be dropped off at the hotel
because Staal couldn’t fly home commercially. But Staal couldn’t have
contact with people so the keys had to be left somewhere where he could
simply walk by and pick them up, get in the car and drive to Raleigh
without interacting with others. Once at home, he had to go straight to a
hotel and check-in under the same routine until he tested negative and
could return home to his family and rejoin the Hurricanes on the ice.

Or on the road where veteran players often eschew the team bus and
take an Uber to or from the rink on their own schedules. How many runs
do buses need to take to and from the hotel to make sure everyone’s
covered?

The same dynamic was in place for a group of Hurricanes stuck in
Nashville who had to travel en masse in a van without interacting with
others.

Even the simple process of making sure there’s room for everyone’s car
at the rink.

The Kings sent a plane to pick up Andreas Athanasiou after he landed on
the league’s COVID-19 protocols list so he didn’t have to spend two
weeks on his own in Minnesota.

At Staples Center, there is normally a valet service for the team at the
bottom of the ramp leading into the arena. But now with no carpooling,
there are more cars showing up for every home game than there is room.
So, only those on the active roster can park down below and they must
park their own vehicles (guided by staff at a safe distance) while others
on the taxi squad have to park at the top of the ramp.
“You’ve got to take all those things into consideration,” Koch said. “It’s
such a unique and challenging time so you either embrace it or you don’t.
Those in my role, we choose to embrace it.”

The trade deadline will be much of the same in terms of being able to get
a player from another team and getting him as quickly as possible in the
lineup.
“Everybody understands the situation you’re in,” Koch said. “Every team
is facing it at some point with these transportation issues. You just have
to roll with it.”

Normally, team services staff get the NHL’s schedule in June and hunker
down planning the entire following season which begins in early October.

The Capitals’ offices are on the ninth floor of a building set atop a
shopping mall in Arlington, Va., next to the team’s practice rinks. Director
of team operations Rob Tillotson estimates there might be 100 people in
those offices during normal times.

In the COVID-19 universe? What is the old saying about humans
planning and a deity laughing?

“Now you walk through and there’s maybe six,” he said. “And everything
is dark, all the lights are off. It feels weird.”

“This was by far the craziest season of planning that any of us have had,”
Mike Sundheim, vice-president of communications and team services for
the Hurricanes, said. “All of a sudden you had about two weeks to do that
work.”

Tillotson has worked in Atlanta and Chicago but is now in his seventh
year doing team services for the Capitals. He organized a Stanley Cup
party on the strip in Las Vegas on a moment’s notice but not even that
summer of Cup celebrations has been a real preparation for the
challenges of a pandemic.

There has been some yin to the chaotic yang of the current 56-game
season. The fact teams only travel within redefined divisions and games
are concentrated so that teams play two or more games in a row in one
city lessens some of the organizational load. All the teams in each
division use the same hotels and bus services in each city so there is
continuity in terms of testing of drivers and protocols in the hotels.
In those hotels, there are dedicated elevators for players and staff.
Additional space is required for treatment, coaches’ rooms, players’
lounges for socializing and, of course, food protocols whether that’s in
terms of in-hotel food in the team room or room service or food delivery
options. If there have been bugs to iron out — and there have been in
some cities — the team services staff in each division are working in
concert in a way that has never been the case before, helping make the
unknown and the anxious bearable.

The trade deadline will create a new set of problems. With every deal
there will be a question of “where is he coming from and how is he
getting here?” Tillotson said.
Those questions are answered by team trainers and physicians with
guidance from league medical experts to make sure the movement of
players is checking all of the boxes.
Carolina has already gone through a kind of dress rehearsal for the trade
deadline, having added Cedric Paquette from Ottawa for Ryan Dzingel in
mid-February.
The Canes gave Paquette the option of flying on a private charter from
Ottawa to Raleigh but he opted to drive so he could gather more stuff
from his home and bring his dog along.
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The Senators were in Winnipeg at the time of the trade so it was agreed
Paquette would fly with the team to Toronto, then the Canes helped
arrange a car at the Toronto airport so Paquette could drive to Ottawa to
pick up his stuff and his dog, then head to Raleigh.
“It made for a long couple of days for him,” Sundheim said.
Still, Paquette drove straight through to Raleigh and did the required
testing and was in the Hurricanes lineup two days after the trade.
“He had his dog to keep him company,” Sundheim noted.

up on the NHL’s COVID-19 protocol list. That Monday’s game was the
first in the North Division to get postponed is a small miracle, really. Not
something to get all bent out of shape over.
“That’s the world today. You have to flexible, roll with the punches,”
Nurse figured. “You can’t let that derail what we have going on in here.”
The real tragedy is that Montreal -- of all NHL destinations -- is one place
where a guy wouldn’t spend much time lamenting an unexpectedly
cancelled game.

Dzingel, however, didn’t play his first game for the Senators until March
4.

A cancelled dinner reservation, maybe, but as great a place as the Bell
Centre is to watch an NHL game, an off night in Carey Price’s town isn’t
normally a bad thing.

The reality, as is always the case at the trade deadline, is that GMs make
the deals and team services people look after the nuts and bolts on how
best to get the player into the team’s lineup as quickly as they can.

“Montreal is a great city,” agreed Nugent-Hopkins. “We would love to be
able to go out to dinner, but it’s just not possible this year.”

“That’s why we’re here, to figure out the puzzle,” Rademan said.

So, on Monday, the Edmonton Oilers did what hockey people do
nowadays: They showered up and walked back to the hotel, where a nice
meal and a ping pong table awaited.
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Sportsnet.ca / Oilers not letting COVID-19 postponements derail recent
momentum
How are Canadiens affected by postponed games due to COVID
protocols?
Eric Engels joined Tim & Friends to talk about the breaking news that the
Montreal Canadiens will have games postponed due to COVID protocols,
and how the team could be affected by this break in their schedule.

Mark Spector March 23, 2021, 6:24 PM

EDMONTON -- In the end, they’re all just another story to tell when we’re
done.
Whether you were part of that Calgary Flames game when a New Jersey
snowstorm scared off all but 334 fans back in 1987, or if your team had a
game rescheduled because the local NHL arena wanted to show the
Rumble in the Jungle between Muhammad Ali and George Foreman
back in ’74, or if you were there back in ‘78 when the roof caved in on the
Hartford Civic Centre two days before the Oilers were scheduled to visit.

Not exactly Crescent Street, eh?
“That’s the world we live in right now -- a bubble between hotel and rink,”
said Tippett. “It’s not a normal season. There are going to be challenges,
and you’re just going to have to deal with them. Last time we were in
here we lost (Jesse) Puljujarvi for the day on a false positive. (Mikko)
Koskinen couldn’t play, because he had gone for a walk with him… It’s
just part of what we’re dealing with this year.”
Remaining Time -0:55
Nugent-Hopkins would prefer to have postponed games played before
end of season
The good teams have always dealt well with adversity. Injuries get
overcome, tough schedules don’t bury a team, and then the old cliché
kicks in: Whatever doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.
This season you can throw in the COVID-19 protocol that shapes every
single little thing around an NHL hockey team. We’re not feeling sorry for
guys who make six or seven figures playing hockey for a living, but the
rest of us -- where health authorities allow it -- are at least able to take
our significant other out to a restaurant for dinner or a drink.
Not these guys. Not this year.
“We want to keep it out of the locker room. That’s a huge, huge important
thing this year,” Nugent-Hopkins said. “You just absolutely can not bring
it in.”

Or, if you had hustled home from work in Edmonton for Monday’s 5 p.m.
MT start in Montreal.

The good teams? They’ll get past it.

“I’ve been around the league a long time,” said Dave Tippett, who was
speaking before the NHL announced that the Canadiens games had
been postponed through March 28. “Getting postponed 15 minutes
before warmup? That one’s never happened before.”

“You’ve just got to embrace it,” Nurse said. “With all this uncertainty, all
the things going on this season, it’s easy to complain about everything
you have to go through. But you just have to embrace it. It’s a different
challenge that we’ll all look back on later on in our careers and say, ‘We
played a 56-game season in the pandemic.’

This has never happened before either: The Oilers will fly home to
Edmonton without playing any of their three games against Montreal.
It began with a surprise on Monday when two Canadiens players ended
up on the COVID-19 list in the late afternoon.
“Some guys had some equipment on. I was finishing my warmup and
was about to get ready,” said Ryan Nugent-Hopkins. “It was a weird
situation, but… a situation we’re in this year. So we just kind of rolled with
it.”

The ones that don’t deal well with it? They’ll fall by the wayside.

“There’s not much for us to complain about. We get to come out here and
play the game that we love. To make some sacrifices to be able to do
that, it shouldn’t be too much for guys.”
Sportsnet.ca LOADED: 03.24.2021
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“I was taping my sticks,” said Darnell Nurse, “and Harry (equipment man
Brad Harrison) came in and told us the game wasn’t on. Harry’s a pretty
funny guy, so we thought he was joking at first. But we came to find out
the game was actually cancelled.”

Sportsnet.ca / 31 Thoughts: Could Nashville move Ryan Ellis instead of
Mattias Ekholm?

So, stop us if you haven’t had something cancelled in the past 12
months.

Elliotte Friedman March 23, 2021, 12:44 PM

These guys weren’t looking for sympathy, one day after the FinnishCanadiens duo of Jesperi Kotkaniemi and Joel Armia’s names popped

• Which blueliner will Predators deal?
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• Much riding on Montreal’s testing results
• Leafs ready to strike
It is David Poile’s world, and the rest of us are renting property.
Nashville returned home Sunday after a strong 4-3-1 road trip through
Dallas, Carolina, Tampa Bay and Florida. Now the longtime GM gets
serious. He knows the marketplace, who wants what, and what he can
do. Potential trade partners need to know if they’re a match, or if it’s time
to find another date for the prom.
Biggest question Poile must answer: Mattias Ekholm or Ryan Ellis?
Initially, the latter was off limits, but something’s made the Predators
think. Both are highly regarded defenders. There are a lot of players with
Ellis’s term (six years remaining at a $6.25-million AAV) who couldn’t get
moved now, but I could see him being an exception. The cost to get
either is high, and there might be added comfort in knowing, if you’re
going to do that, Ellis is locked in longer. (Ekholm is up after next
season.)
One team indicated they thought Ekholm’s value might actually be higher
after the expansion draft, when you know what you’ve lost and you’ll be
able to discuss an extension with him. That question might be moot if
Ellis goes elsewhere.
This is purely my opinion, but Ellis screams Philadelphia. Predators head
coach John Hynes revealed the blueliner recently had surgery, so he’s
not solving anyone’s short-term problems. That fits for the Flyers, since
he can still be an impactful player for years. The way they’ve played,
they’re not moving major pieces to save the spring of 2021. But Ellis
could replace a valuable loss — Matt Niskanen — for the long term.
An Ellis/Ivan Provorov partnership? Does anyone else think Philadelphia
might leap at that?
Other Nashville decisions: Mikael Granlund. And I’m curious about Calle
Jarnkrok, who has one more season at $2 million. He picked a good time
to be the NHL’s First Star of the Week.
I’m not sure how much movement there’s going to be, but I do think
Nashville’s at the forefront of it.
31 Thoughts: The Podcast
Jeff Marek and Elliotte Friedman talk to a lot of people around the hockey
world, and then they tell listeners all about what they’ve heard and what
they think about it.
31 THOUGHTS
1. Feels like there’s a lot riding on Montreal’s COVID-19 testing results.
Monday’s game against Edmonton became the first Canadian Division
postponement of the season. Numbers are rising across the country, and
vaccine rollout is aggravatingly slow — it’s a bit of a miracle every game
was played, until now.
Seeing one player added to the list (Joel Armia) then another (Jesperi
Kotkaniemi) is unusual, although it could be as simple as a positive test
and a contact-tracing issue as opposed to two positive tests. Whatever
the case, there wasn’t enough time to get all the necessary
testing/tracing done to play the game. Now we wait for a true picture of
what’s happening. Hopefully, we get the best possible outcome for the
health of everyone involved.
2. This comes as the NHL figures out what to do with the Canadian team
that advances to the Stanley Cup semifinal. Ideally, that team gets to
play at home, but if the border remains closed, that’s un-good. Several
options are being considered. The obvious is to put the winner in its
closest American market, but a good point was raised — what if the
semifinal matchup is, say, Toronto versus Vegas? Does it make sense to
put the Maple Leafs in Buffalo, therefore creating longer travel?
It’s possible the Canadian winner is moved close to its opponent, or a
central location like Chicago. But there’s still time to figure it out.
3. I could see Philadelphia considering someone like Marc Staal if not
going the Ellis route.
4. Toronto’s ready to strike. Wayne Simmonds’s return forced some
roster machinations, but GM Kyle Dubas’s waiver activity is also about

creating cap room. He knows how much he needs, and he’s making sure
he’s got it. There were some Jonathan Quick rumours over the weekend.
I don’t see it, even though I concede some circumstantial evidence:
Quick’s fiery, competitive nature is the temperament Toronto likes; he’s
tight with Jack Campbell; and the Leafs and Kings do deals together.
However, he’s battled injuries, and, does it really make sense to put that
35-year-old body through a quarantine, then ramp him up in three weeks
for critical games? Not to me, it doesn’t.
I do think Toronto’s checked around on goalies (Arizona makes sense),
but, again, you have to know you can make a sensible trade, and that
you’re getting a better option than what you have and a consistently
healthier one. That’s not a long list.
5. Vancouver grinded out an impressive road trip, then returned home for
a 4–0 loss to Winnipeg that featured the painful image of an injured Bo
Horvat trying to get off the ice. Head coach Travis Green had no postgame update on either Horvat or Brandon Sutter (who didn’t play), which
is never a good sign.
Last Saturday in Montreal, the Canucks’ forwards entered the game with
a combined 69 goals (nice). Horvat and Brock Boeser had scored 28 of
them. Take out Jimmy Vesey’s five for Toronto, and that’s 36 from the
nine others. They competed hard and scored four times, but lost in a
shootout.
The math is not good for the Canucks, but they want to compete for as
long as they can before a possible deadline sell-off. They’ve taken calls
on their unrestricted defenders: Jordie Benn (five-team no-trade),
Alexander Edler (no-move clause) and Travis Hamonic (no-move
clause). There’s also Tanner Pearson (injured) and Sutter (we’ll see),
along with continuing discussions about Jake Virtanen. A lot of moving
pieces. The Canucks wanted to see where their surge took them, but
aren’t ruling out anything.
6. I’m not sure how Edler feels about things, but I do think there’s some
action on Benn and at least one eastern American team asking on
Hamonic (who, for family reasons, prefers western Canada). From a
purely speculative standpoint, does a Jake DeBrusk/Jake Virtanen deal
work at all (with whatever else gets put in there)?
I don’t sense much movement at all in the Pearson contract talks. Lousy
situation for the winger, who had to wait to return home with the team
before visiting a specialist and starting rehab. If he takes an immediate
trip back to Vancouver on a public flight, he’s got to quarantine. Awful
timing for that injury.
7. The good news for the Canucks: J.T. Miller is back to being himself. At
his best, he’s an enormous pain in the butt for opponents, regardless of
production. He’s definitely driven people crazy lately.
8. There aren’t a lot of GMs buying what Marc Bergevin is selling about
staying out of any trade-deadline frenzy. He’s not really wired that way,
and they believe he’s made a push for Ekholm. We’ll see.
9. Big decision for Columbus on David Savard. They’ve temporarily
defeated math and are back in the race. Things can always change, but
the odds are not on him being a Blue Jacket next season, so what do
they do? Do they hold and compete for the playoffs or move him for a
return? That choice affects the rest of the market, potentially
strengthening Nashville’s position with its available defencemen.
Do not underestimate how much value there is in making/competing for
the playoffs. That will resonate with owners. How much better is
Columbus’s (or anyone’s) post-pandemic financial future if they get in?
10. On Nick Foligno: I’m not sure trading him is something the Blue
Jackets want to do, even if he’s not extended by the deadline. A lot of
emotion there.
11. A name that surprised me: Conor Garland. I don’t think there’s much
Arizona wouldn’t consider, but this one is very intriguing. He’s finishing
his current contract at $775,000, is nearly a point-per-game player, and is
tied for 24th in the NHL in even-strength points. I’m told the way the
Coyotes see it is they need to replenish, and moving him could do it. He’s
also arbitration-eligible this summer and next, followed by unrestricted
free agency, so a much-deserved raise is on the way.
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One thing Arizona has told teams: It’s not interested in multiple picks that
are late in rounds. So you’ve got to bring more than that. Obvious
onlooker: Boston. The Bruins need to score, and he’s a onetime junior
Bruin. That makes them contractually obligated to trade for him.
12. Lou Lamoriello stealth WATCH: Dustin Brown. You know the
Islanders GM wants to find someone no one has thought of. He’s a righty
(injured captain Anders Lee is a lefty), but there are a lot of similarities.
Goes to the front of the net, power-play threat. Holes in my theory: The
Kings are playing meaningful games, and would they even want to move
him? (Brown is originally from New York, although he’s incredibly
attached to California.)
13. Alex Nedeljkovic has caught fire for Carolina: 7-2-2, with a 1.96 GAA
and a .930 save percentage. The Hurricanes have 25 games left, and he
needs to play nine of them (for at least 30 minutes) or he’s an
unrestricted free agent. I can see a re-sign preventing that, but it’s an
interesting subplot.
14. Watching Ian Cole fit nicely into Minnesota makes me think the Wild
will try to extend him. That’s not going to be easy; they’ve got some big
deals coming up. But I can see them making an attempt.
15. Don’t think Colorado is done adding. Erik Johnson’s health (get well
soon) affects their choices, too.
16. Connor McDavid leads teammate Leon Draisaitl by seven assists and
has now tied Auston Matthews for number one in goals. The last player
to outright lead the NHL in both goals and assists was Wayne Gretzky
(62-121 in 1986–87). Gretzky actually did it five times in six seasons.
Mario Lemieux came agonizingly close twice. He led in goals in 1988–89
(85) and 1995–96 (69), but was tied both times in assists (Gretzky 114
the first time, Ron Francis 92 the second). Prior to Gretzky, the last to do
it was Phil Esposito in 1972–73 (55-75).
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.
17. Sometimes you’re told a story. You really hope it’s accurate, but
you’re so convinced it’s too good to be true — you’re afraid to ask. So:
Aleksander Barkov, is it correct that, in an effort to get to know each
other a little better, you and Joel Quenneville went head to head on the
tennis court?
“Yes,” he answered. “We both love tennis. I’ve been playing since I was
four.”
All right. Is it also true that to make things more equitable, Quenneville
(who is 62) was allowed to play the “doubles” lines while Barkov (25) had
to play the “singles” lines?
“You should ask him,” Barkov laughed. “That’s a lot to tell.”
Then he continued.
“(Quenneville) is actually really good. I wasn’t expecting that from him.”
Who won?
“It was close. He’s smart. Knows how to win matches.”
But, I got the impression, not these ones.
18. We had a very interesting conversation about mindset.
“I’m a quiet guy,” the Panthers’ captain said. “I want to do well for the
team. And I want to know what people want me to do better.”
Florida was enormously disappointed with its Summer 2020
performance, a limp 3–1 defeat to the Islanders. Challenged by his head
coach to make more of a difference, Barkov changed his mental
approach.
“Before, I would think, ‘I need to play well.’ Now, I think, ‘I need to win.’
It’s a different mindset. I need to win.”
It can be hard to explain, but I understand this, because I’ve heard it
before. It’s similar to the “Safe is Death” theory.

“(Quenneville) always says the same thing to me: ‘You need to do well.’
Believe in myself, play with more pace. Whatever it is I do, do it 100 per
cent. Giving everything I have in every shift helps our team a lot.”
Barkov trained with Patrik Laine in the off-season.
“We had a great summer. I came ready.”
Whenever Laine scores bar-down, do you say, ‘I taught him that’?”
Barkov laughed. “I think he’s done it before.”
19. The best confidence builder is winning. The Panthers have done a lot
of it, entering Monday’s games tied for fifth in points percentage. Their
games with Tampa Bay have been wildly entertaining; that would be a
fantastic playoff series, and we’re overdue for it.
“It feels fresh,” Barkov said. “We have a lot of different guys. We don’t
talk about last year.”
He likes his new linemates, Anthony Duclair and Carter Verhaeghe,
saying, “They work hard, and that’s all you can ask for.”
One coach said Florida doesn’t try home-run passes as often, and
Barkov sees that as a fair observation.
“There are definitely more small plays with everyone involved, not just
one or two. More options. But we can’t be satisfied, and we’re not. That’s
the mindset. The most fun in hockey is when you win as a group, and this
is the most fun I’ve had in awhile.”
That’s massive for the Panthers, who have to sign Barkov after next
season. If he hits the market, other executives will commit felonies in an
attempt to land him. “I only think about this season. I want to win here, I
love this team and this organization. Everyone here is like that. It’s a lot
of fun of when everyone is on the same page.”
20. Finally for Barkov: Could any teammate beat you in a two-out-ofthree-set tennis match?
“No chance,” he answered.
I smell a pay-per-view.
21. Kurtis Gabriel’s limitless energy added has something San Jose
desperately needed (he probably gets a one-way contract next season),
but the NHL won’t like Monday night’s pre-game crosscheck of the Kings’
Kurtis MacDermid.
Physical contact in warmups is a no-no.
22. It sounds like the Sabres are making some scouting changes. At the
very least a shuffling, and then we see about external additions. Could be
news on the assistant-GM front (Jason Karmanos very much a
contender) this week.
23. There’s little we control right now, but the NHL hopes to hold the
Kraken’s expansion draft in Seattle. It is preparing as if that could occur.
The amateur draft won’t be in Montreal, with the Canadiens due a
replacement down the road. The NFL announced Monday it will host a
limited number of fans and prospects at its draft from April 29 to May 1 in
Cleveland. Last I heard, the NHL version appears headed for virtual.
24. Deputy Commissioner Bill Daly appeared on Hockey Central on
Monday and was asked about the rest of the NHL’s TV deal. He made
sure to praise current rightsholder NBC, adding, “(It would) be great if
they continue to be partners.”
Now that the NFL’s television situation is sorted out — a massive $10billion windfall across Amazon, CBS, ESPN, FOX and NBC — things will
ramp up on this topic. As Daly mentioned, the league would like NBC to
remain (and those conversations are happening at the highest levels),
but they’ve been significantly apart on the fee. Could ESPN take the
entire package if the divide can’t be bridged?
Bill Daly on Olympics, women's hockey, fan attendance, division
realignment
March 22 2021
Share
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25. Really enjoyed talking with peripatetic goaltender Anton Forsberg for
the podcast on Monday. Forsberg admitted something I found hard to
wrap my head around: He knew when he signed with Edmonton there
was a possibility he might not play a game this season. He was happy to
sign there — he picked the Oilers as an unrestricted free agent — but
knew, at best, he was the third option behind Mikko Koskinen and Mike
Smith.
“Thats the way it (was) going to be,” Forsberg said. “I just have to
prepare myself if that chance comes that I’m ready for it.”
Athletes are wired to be competitive — that can’t be easy to accept.
“You think about everything else that happens in the world,” he
answered. “You’re getting paid. You’re doing what you love to do. The
worst possible scenario was there wouldn’t be a season this year. At the
end of the day … we’re not in a bad situation. Thats the way I think about
it.”
26. No chance Forsberg could have predicted the way things unfolded.
“(When I) picked Edmonton, I thought I was going to be there,” he said.
Goalie coach Dustin Schwartz “was really good with everything…. We
were on the same page, and I loved working with him.”
The Oilers tried to sneak him through waivers, which failed when
Carolina snagged him — a warning to everyone that third-string goalies
could be as sought after as blockchain NFTs. The Hurricanes put him
back on when Alex Nedeljkovic cleared, only to have Winnipeg snare
Forsberg because the Jets had waiver priority over their northern Alberta
rival. That meant a provincial quarantine going into Manitoba.
“I was pissed off that I got picked up by them (because) I signed with
Edmonton for a reason. Then I met (Jets goalie coach) Wade Flaherty,
and he was really good, too. He’s the one I spent the most time with, and
I felt I got better every day, which really is nice. I understand why their
goaltending is so good, because he does a really good job…. I told him I
feel way better now than I did.”

30. The NHL is getting closer to re-trying pucks with tracking chips. Their
use was stopped six days into the 2020-21 season when concern was
raised about performance. There is hope they can be tested in other
leagues before returning to the NHL, but nothing is easy this season.
31. Everyone reading this faces challenges in one way or another during
the pandemic. A few weeks ago, Kansas City Royals GM Drayton Moore
was asked about trying to make his team competitive this season. I
wanted to share his answer with an audience that might not have seen it,
because the inherent philosophy could help us all:
“We don’t know any other way. You’re trying to inspire people to follow
your team. You’re trying to inspire young people to be a part of this game
and want to play this game. I think what we’ve always tried to do is be as
competitive as we possibly can. Everybody will tell you, whatever our
budget is, we’ve taken it right to the max every single year…. It’s really
important to try to win each and every year. I remember having a
conversation with (veteran pitcher) Adam Wainwright many years ago. I
had the same conversation with (now-traded prospect) Khalil Lee when
we did the (Andrew) Benintendi trade. I said, ‘Look, here’s the deal.
You’re going to be a major-league player some day. When you’re in that
clubhouse, you’re going to realize you’re one of 26 guys who has a very
small window of opportunity to win a championship. And you’re one of 26
guys who has a very small window of opportunity to maximize the
financial rewards of the game. So you’re going to want to be part of an
organization and a team and ownership that’s going to do everything they
can to put the best team on the field to support those players and
coaching staff and manager, who has to put their professional reputation
on the line each and every night and answer questions multiple times a
day on what went right and what went wrong.’ To be a great steward of
the game, and to continue to grow the game in ways that are the most
healthy, you’ve got to bust your tail for the good of the players, the fans,
the coaching staff and ownership, and everyone surrounding the
game…. Put the best team you can on the field. Period. That’s what it’s
all about.”
Sportsnet.ca LOADED: 03.24.2021
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When Ottawa claimed him, the Senators sent a private plane, which
eliminated the need for another provincial quarantine. He played his first
game in more than a year last Saturday, leading AHL Belleville over
Toronto, 5-1. (Scouting report: He looked good. “I put a lot of hours in for
that game,” he said.)

Sportsnet.ca / NHL investigating incident involving official caught on hot
mic

Then he backed up Filip Gustavsson’s first NHL’s win, Monday night over
Calgary. How would he describe his season?

Sportsnet Staff March 24, 2021, 12:32 AM

“Lots of travelling, lots of practices and lots of quarantine, I guess.”
27. Forsberg had some good lines. Florida’s Gustav Forsling is his
daughter’s godfather. Other close friends include another Panther,
Alexander Wennberg, and two Golden Knights — Oscar Dansk and
William Karlsson. What have they said about this odyssey?
“They ask if I’m going to check off all 31 teams in the league,” he
laughed.
Life became more enjoyable when his girlfriend and two children joined
him in Winnipeg, although he felt bad they lost the friends they made
during their short time there. Whatever success he sees this season, the
man’s earned it.
28. By the way, absolutely loved Brady Tkachuk and Josh Norris chasing
after Rasmus Andersson to get Gustavsson’s first-win puck. The way the
season started hasn’t killed their spirit. Important.

The NHL is investigating after an official in Tuesday's game between the
Predators and Red Wings appeared to be caught on a hot mic
suggesting he was looking to call a penalty against Nashville, according
to Sportsnet's Elliotte Friedman.
The sound bite, which gained some traction after being shared on social
media, occurred as the Predators broadcast was going to a commercial
break in the second period.
As seen in the video above, while a clip of a Nashville scoring chance
was being shown, a voice was heard saying, "It wasn't much, but I
wanted to get a (expletive) penalty against Nashville early in the..." with
the end of the clip cut off by the broadcast.

Remaining Time -0:34

Predators winger Viktor Arvidsson had been called for a tripping penalty
shortly before the comment was made. The game, which ended as a 2-0
Nashville win, featured four penalties for the Predators and three for the
Red Wings.

Flames keep game puck away from Senators after Gustavsson’s first
NHL win

Tim Peel and Kelly Sutherland were the officials in the game, although
it's unclear which one of them was speaking in the clip.

29. This is a time where people are looking for work, especially in sports.
SMT, which handles the player- and puck-tracking for the NHL, is hiring a
Senior Software Engineer and a Lead Software Engineer for its Toronto
office. (There is some flexibility in location, since most of us are working
remotely during COVID.) There are different ways to enter if you want a
career in sports, and this is one. Check out this link for more information.

Predators head coach John Hynes was asked about the incident postgame, but declined to share an opinion.
"...The referees are employees of the league and rather than me
comment on it, it's an issue that I think the league will have to take care
of," Hynes said, according to The Associated Press. "You're not so much
worried about what's going on in those situations as we've got to be able
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to kill the penalty, we've got to be ready to play, and that's what I really
liked about our team's reaction to that situation."
Sportsnet.ca LOADED: 03.24.2021

For the fourth consecutive season, Toronto’s PK is in decline. A weak kill
was a major contributor to the Leafs’ seven-game skid without a
regulation win. Opponents tore up 5-on-4 situations to the tune of eight
goals in 17 attempts.
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Sportsnet.ca / Six big areas of concern for Maple Leafs as North Division
lead shrinks

Luke Fox

TORONTO – The other guys get paid, too.
So, when looking at why the Toronto Maple Leafs’ torrid early season
pace has given way to a slink back to the pack, we acknowledge that the
Edmonton Oilers (42 points) and Winnipeg Jets (40) deserve credit for
their climbs to within striking distance of the North Division crown.

Toronto’s penalty kill has tumbled to 76.1 per cent (20th leaguewide), yet
Keefe sees the positive building blocks.
Having Spezza take D-zone draws on the kill has helped with early
clears, and the coach notes that Toronto ranks among the league leaders
in the least amount of time spent in their own end while short-handed.
“It's when it's time to defend, some of our details we want to clean up,”
Keefe says. “You know, getting a clear and getting the puck all the way
down the ice when that opportunity is available. Finishing right to through
to the very end. We've had a number of pucks that have gone in on us in
the final 30 seconds (of) some kills where we've actually done a really
good job but then just didn't finish it.”
The Leafs rank among the bottom third in blocks. Increased urgency to
clog the lanes, in every situation, would serve them well.

To envision Toronto (idle at 42 points) running away laughing with the top
seed would’ve not only been foolish, it may not have been the best-case
scenario for the Leafs themselves.

The question here: How much will come down to existing personnel
committing to the job? And how inspired will Kyle Dubas be to seek PK
help elsewhere?

Adversity breeds resilience.

Even if the GM elects not to pay the price for a big fish like Mattias
Ekholm, the rental market offers depth players who could improve his 4on-5 roster.

“We're getting teams’ best every night. When we got off to the start that
we did in the season, it gets everybody's attention. And I think that shows
that teams respect us and know that we're a good team, and you're
gonna see teams' best because of it,” wise veteran Jason Spezza says.
“It's not fundamental changes we have to make. We just have to batten
down our habits a little bit and be a little more confident in our play.”
And while Rocket contender Auston Matthews’ production has cooled off
as he deals with a sore wrist (no goals in his past four games and only
three in his past 11), we’re far less concerned with individual ebbs than
we are the bigger-picture trends in need of improvement.
Here are six topics of uncertainty for the Leafs as the other guys nip at
their heels.
Remaining Time -2:48
Why Campbell absolutely has chance to steal Leafs number one goalie
job
Health in the nets
For all the flak Frederik Andersen has absorbed from the fanbase in
March, the Maple Leafs rate 10th in team save percentage (.909) with
Andersen carrying the lion’s share of the load.
Now that Campbell is back in action, getting and keeping both
goaltenders healthy will be of paramount importance during a hectic
stretch run that’ll see the club play 24 games in 45 days.
One goaltender, no matter how hot, is not enough for that pace. And both
have been dealing with lingering lower-body issues. Andersen (officially
day-to-day) couldn’t dress Saturday, missed Monday’s practice and is
doubtful for Tuesday’s practice.
“There may not be much decision to be made for me,” coach Sheldon
Keefe says of Thursday’s starter. “The goalies themselves, based on
their health, that may determine it for us.”
Toronto’s uncertainty between the pipes stands out when you look at the
consistency in goal other bona fide contenders (Tampa, Vegas,
Colorado, Islanders) are bringing.
Penalty kill has been getting killed
Lately, Toronto’s special teams have looked anything but.
Following Saturday’s slump-busting shutout of the Calgary Flames and
all those Jack Campbell headlines, it was telling that Spezza pointed to
the Leafs’ 3-for-3 performance on the penalty kill as a major contributor
to victory.

You want names? Detroit’s Luke Glendening, Anaheim’s Derek Grant
and Columbus’s Nick Foligno up front. Columbus’s David Savard,
Dallas’s Jamie Oleksiak, Detroit’s Marc Staal and New Jersey’s Dmitry
Kulikov on the back end.
That the Leafs’ sixth defenceman, Travis Dermott, doesn’t see use on
either special-teams unit has us wondering.
Power play needs a boost
Expecting the Maple Leafs’ heavily weaponized power play to continue
rolling along at the 40 per cent clip it stormed into January with was
unrealistic. And a 27.7 per cent (fourth overall) performance at 5-on-4 is
nothing to sneeze at.
That said, Toronto’s PP has quietly slipped into an 0-for-13 funk,
producing just one goal in the past eight games. You have to go all the
way back to 2018-19 to spot a dry spell like this one.
Some causes are easily explainable. Matthews’ sore wrist has hindered
the top unit’s most dangerous flank shooter, and a fearless net presence
was missed when Wayne Simmonds was sidelined.
The answers for this must come from within, and we’re confident they’ll
get clicking again.
But! Toronto needs to find ways to give its elite PP more kicks at the can.
The Leafs rank 20th in penalties drawn (3.39 per game) — not ideal for a
group that has built its identity on offensive skill.
“We can hang on to the puck more and look to challenge for better ice. I
think that's a big part of it,” Keefe says. “Sometimes you can't really
control what the standard is on a particular night in terms of how the
officials are going to call it, but you can definitely challenge more and
hang on the pucks more and try to make it harder on the defenders. I
think there's been too many times where we're too quick to give up the
puck and we haven't stressed the defenders enough.”
31 Thoughts: The Podcast
Jeff Marek and Elliotte Friedman talk to a lot of people around the hockey
world, and then they tell listeners all about what they’ve heard and what
they think about it.
Too many costly turnovers
Could the Leafs have used a couple more save from Andersen during
their slide back to the pack? Sure.
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But they could’ve also benefitted with some cleaner zone exits and
smarter puck management. Risk is inherent in the fast, creative brand of
hockey Toronto prides itself on, but the fact the Leafs give the puck away
more than any other club (according to NHL.com stats) is concerning.

like they're contributing to the team. You don't need to just score goals.
You can contribute in other ways. But it's always fun to score."

The Leafs’ rate of 12.16 giveaways per game will get them eliminated
come playoff time if it doesn’t come down.
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We think of their recent miniseries against the Jets and how Toronto
dominated the run of play. But a few bad cough-ups led to odd-man
rushes and Grade-A chances against elite finishers. That’s all it takes.

Sportsnet.ca / What Dani Rylan Kearney’s resignation means for the
NWHL, women’s hockey

“We definitely want to get better in that area. Puck management is a big
deal, something we look a lot at,” Keefe says. The Leafs track these
metrics on their own and gather data from third parties.

Marisa Ingemi March 23, 2021, 12:48 PM

“I think there's a lot of disparity around the NHL in how the NHL stats are
tracked, and we've looked at that. I'm not quite sure what is a turnover or
giveaway or takeaway or a hit. There's a lot of variance there. So, it's a
dangerous game to get into when you're looking at those things. But
there's a lot of other (data) out there that’ll point to the fact that we can
grow in the area you're talking about.”
Comeback kids, they are not
For the young and wild Leafs of seasons past, no lead was safe — yours
or theirs.
Such unpredictability has changed lately, as Toronto has become more
efficient at locking down tight games. But it has also struggled to
complete comebacks of its own, no matter how early Keefe pulls the
goalie. The Leafs aren’t getting many loser points (two).
In 2021, Toronto has just a .375 points percentage when trailing after the
first period. By comparison, Tampa Bay leads the NHL in those situations
at .625.
When trailing after 40 minutes, Toronto is 1-7 (.125).
Keefe places high emphasis on the opening goal and dictating style and
tempo with the lead. His best plans and line combos typically get juggled
fast when the Leafs don’t strike first.
“Obviously, that's been a major issue here for us in this little stretch is
that we've been playing from behind. In virtually every game (prior to
Saturday’s win) we've been trailing. That's tough,” Keefe says. (When)
the first shot on net goes in, mentally that's a tough hurdle for guys to get
over.”
Waiver drain continues as lines remain in flux
The positive to Keefe’s frequent tweaking of his forward lines — game to
game, period to period — is that the coach is forever searching for the
optimal lineup, that he’s willing to experiment and won’t be rigid in
deployment.
The negative is that we’re more than halfway through the season and
easy solutions — aside from “Throw Hyman on there!” — haven’t
revealed themselves.
The Matthews-Mitch Marner and John Tavares-William Nylander pairings
seem in stone, but Dubas is looking for middle-six help as an
organization once abundant in NHL forwards has been leaking them.
“All the players know that the season and the schedule are unforgiving,
and we've got to find ways to optimize the lineup,” Keefe says.
Kasperi Kapanen and Andreas Johnsson were dealt for cap space and
futures in the off-season. And now two cap-friendly forwards, Jimmy
Vesey and Travis Boyd, were lost to rival Vancouver on waivers. Further,
valued veterans like Spezza and Joe Thornton have been forced to play
back-to-backs simply because there’s no cap space to give their bones a
rest.
The ability to roll four lines, like during the Calgary win, will serve Keefe’s
bunch well in the face of a tightening schedule. Dubas, no doubt, is on a
mission to help balance the group up front.
“Great depth is something championship teams have, and being able to
provide scoring throughout the lineup is very important,” Hyman says. “It
also helps with team morale and team chemistry when everybody feels

There’s certainly no shortage of women’s pro hockey.
The past couple of months have included the start of the National
Women’s Hockey League season — which wraps up this week in Boston
after COVID postponed the first go-around — and the Professional
Women’s Hockey Players Association getting two events on national
television.
In some ways the sport’s boom at the pro level, especially during a
pandemic, is remarkable. Even a couple of years ago, as the Canadian
Women’s Hockey League folded and the NWHL was wrapping up its
fourth season, the idea of getting to where we are now was murky.
For those who casually follow the game, though, the big question is
always about the divide. Even as the PWHPA has grown and furthered
its reach by advocating for better opportunities for women’s athletes, and
the NWHL has continued to succeed without star names, the spotlight
has been on the divide that’s existed since the CWHL was active.
“It’s not like we don’t speak to each other,” said PWHPA goalie Nicole
Hensley, who also previously played in the NWHL. “We’re just playing in
different leagues. We both have the same goal and have different ways
of getting to that goal, and different milestones we want to get to. I think
it’s like anything in any other industry, people have a lot of different ways
of going about it and I don’t think that’s the worst thing in the world.”
Dani Rylan Kearney’s sudden departure from the NWHL also created
more questions than answers, especially as she’s sat in the epicentre of
the debate, whether that’s fair or not.
Announced as a resignation, Rylan Kearney — the league’s founder —
hasn’t made public comment on her departure since the three-paragraph
press release from the NWHL’s new communications staff on Tuesday.
The league has told reporters it has no further comment and won’t be
making any.
“I was surprised,” said Connecticut Whale defender Shannon Doyle, one
of the original NWHL players. “Honestly, disappointed to see. She’s the
founder of our league, I mean mistakes were made but I think they are
always made when you’re trying to do something new. Hopefully we get
some sort of clarity on the situation but this year hasn’t had a lot of
clarity.”
Rylan Kearney served as the league’s commissioner after she founded it
in 2015 until October 2020, when she stepped down from the role. Ty
Tumminia took over on an interim basis, though that tag hasn’t been
used in recent weeks.
Around the NWHL, Rylan Kearney’s departure hasn’t come as a shock to
everyone; as one player put it, everyone “saw the train coming” when she
took a lesser role more than six months ago.
“I feel lucky I’m able to make money playing a sport I’ve loved since I was
five years old, and that doesn’t happen without Dani,” added Minnesota
Whitecaps goalie Amanda Leveille, a five-year NWHL veteran. “She’s
grown the league to what it is today.”
The timing, however, has some scratching their heads. One big,
unavoidable, question centres on women’s hockey outside the NWHL as
well.
Several players defected from the NWHL for the ill-fated CWHL following
salary cuts in the second season, and then went on to create the
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PWHPA in the spring of 2019. Some players have stated safety and
conditions as a concern about the NWHL, and given the recent COVIDcaused season pause, that’s been highlighted once more.

Former deputy commissioner and then-Pride president, Hayley Moore,
now serves as the AHL’s director of hockey operations. She worked
closely with Rylan during their time together in the NWHL.

Since that time, those players have made clear they do not intend to play
in the NWHL again, some not even acknowledging its existence, others
openly calling for its downfall. That motivation partially comes from the
NHL — an entity several PWHPAers have openly advocated getting
involved — stating, on several occasions, it will not step into the women’s
realm while opposing leagues are operating.

“It’s hard to put into words the impact Dani has had on women’s hockey,”
said Moore. “I know how much she has to give, but looking back on the
impact she’s had, I think about how there’s so much women’s
professional hockey being played right now and that didn’t happen just a
short time ago.”

Then there’s the speculation that Rylan Kearney was the burnt bridge,
and her presence alone was preventing progress. No one would return to
the NWHL or consider it an option while she was there, despite growth
and changes, especially behind the guidance of the players’ association.
Remaining Time -3:02
Cassie Campbell-Pascall on the future of the PWHPA
It’s more likely the former than the blown-out-of-proportion latter.
“I think we have somewhat different visions for the future,” said PWHPA
consultant Jayna Hefford, who also was formerly the commissioner of the
CWHL. “We probably both have a vision of women’s professional hockey
but we’ve said from the beginning that we think the NHL plays a big role
in that. I think there’s room for more than one league and I think there’s
going to have to be other leagues, but we feel it’s going to have to be
completely different.”
Hefford said the NHL being involved is ideal, in her mind, but it isn’t the
only way to go about things.
“We believe the NHL gives us the best opportunity,” said Hefford. “That’s
sort of plain and simple. But could it exist without the NHL? I think that’s
possible. But we’ve always believed there’s gotta be some resources and
infrastructure and serious investment.”
The PWHPA has seen a boom of its own in recent months, ironically
enough, in the gap between the NWHL season start and finish. They’ve
completed events in New York and Chicago with another planned for St.
Louis, and two contests already aired on national television.
There’s a lot to figure out in the coming months with an Olympic year on
the horizon and a solid percentage of the PWHPA players being on
national teams. It’s something Hefford and Co. have on their radar, but
it’s still a bit down the road.
On the other end, the NWHL has carried on, but recently has made more
of a public push for collaboration than any previous time. During the
PWHPA Madison Square Garden game on February 28, the NWHL
tweeted out an acknowledgement of the game. On Sportsnet’s 31
Thoughts podcast earlier in March, Tumminia made a public pitch to work
with the PWHPA.
The latter hasn’t shown much of an interest in doing so. The change of
course in those acknowledgements from the NWHL, in the public eye at
least, comes from some of the new leadership.
“Just because they choose a different way to work towards their goal,
there’s no less respect and I love those players,” said Toronto Six owner
Johanna Boynton. “We’re better when supporting each other. No matter
what the stage is at the moment, there’s no doubt we have something
really impressive to showcase our game…. It would be better to push
together in the same direction.”
For all the talk of working together and respect, it doesn’t appear to be
getting closer — or even a tangible attempt — to a resolution. The
PWHPA is steadfast and consistent with its messaging of pushing for a
future where the NHL’s resources and infrastructure makes women’s
hockey a more realistic and sustainable career, and they don’t believe
the NWHL pushes that agenda forward.
The NWHL has taken all sorts of different directions since the leadership
change. Tumminia is the top dog, and the Boyntons — Johanna and her
husband, John, who is an investor — have the main influence.
The previous regime is all but gone. They didn’t announce a change from
Kelly Cooke to Katie Guay heading the player safety department, with
Guay taking on a larger role. There’s a new communications department.

Like everything else in women’s hockey, the answers aren’t as black and
white as everyone would hope. Despite progress in every direction, and
more pro women’s hockey getting attention than ever before, the
spotlight always seems to be on what divides them, even when there’s
public comment from every angle encouraging unity. It remains to be
seen if the sport ever gets there. Recent messaging from some, though,
indicate there’s a belief Rylan Kearney no longer being in the NWHL is a
strategic move to push for those relations, whether realistic or not.
“She took it to where it was,” said Six head coach Digit Murphy, who
previously worked in the CWHL. “At this point we thank her for her efforts
and everything she’s done, and now under Ty’s leadership, we just see a
different dynamic.”
In an upcoming Olympic year, the PWHPA will have to figure some new
things out; the NWHL is still picking up the pieces of its COVID-infiltrated
start to the season, where transparency has become a key topic and not
for the first time.
At the centre of it all is the debate on if the NHL will make a clear step
forward, something it’s never done long before the NWHL existed or the
PWHPA called for it. Some NHL teams have partnered with the PWHPA,
and others — like the Rangers — have made it a point to work with both
groups, though there’s been no deviation from the league’s directive.
Whatever happens next, though, will seemingly occur without the person
who created the NWHL, and will be guided partially by a new group
looking to complete its first season in a pandemic in the middle of this
whirlwind.
For those wondering if Rylan Kearney’s departure means some
meaningful change is on the horizon for the two groups, though, all
indications are they shouldn’t hold their breath.
“At the end of the day having two separate things is confusing for
people,” said Hensley. “That makes it difficult to grow. Until we have that,
we don’t have to completely agree, but until we’re close enough that both
feel it’s headed in the right direction, this might be the best way to go
about it until we have a better idea of the future.”
Sportsnet.ca LOADED: 03.24.2021
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TSN.CA / Matthews aims to snap scoring slump as rest benefits wrist
injury
Maple Leafs top-line centre Auston Matthews has no goals and just one
assist in his last four games as he deals with a nagging wrist injury, but
the 23-year-old is getting plenty of rest, not getting discouraged and vows
to “stick with it” and “do other things that help the team win,” Mark
Masters writes.

By Mark Masters

TSN Toronto Reporter Mark Masters reports on the Maple Leafs, who
practised at Ford Performance Centre on Tuesday ahead of Thursday’s
game against the
Auston Matthews snapped his stick at the bench on Saturday night after
failing to convert on a scoring chance against the Flames. It was a rare
outward sign of negative emotion from a pretty cool customer. Toronto's
top-line centre finished a pair of weekend games against Calgary without
a point. He now has one assist in the last four games.
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"You go through stretches like that and just try not to get too frustrated,"
Matthews said. "Just continue to compete and do other things that help
the team win. When the puck's not going in the net, it's important to find
other ways to be effective and, for me, I'm just going to keep shooting."

"It's easy," Matthews said of the fit with Simmonds. "I mean, it’s similar to
a guy like Hyman. You know he's going to work really hard every shift.
He's got good hands not just in and around the net, but all over the ice.
He plays a really physical game. He's easy to play with."

Matthews fired three shots on net Friday and three on Saturday, which is
down only slightly from his season average of 4.1 shots per game.

Keefe also liked how the other lines worked on Saturday night as Hyman
slotted in with Pierre Engvall and Ilya Mikheyev while Thornton played
with Alex Kerfoot and Jason Spezza. Those trios also remained together
at practice.

"When we have a guy like Auston, who has shown he can score as
frequently as he can, we tend to focus on whether it goes in the net," said
coach Sheldon Keefe. "I, generally, focus more on how he is playing
throughout the game. He has had a number of scoring chances that just
haven't gone in for him. He has hit a lot of posts and missed great
opportunities. Over time, things like that are going to go in for a guy like
him."
Matthews scored 18 goals in his first 18 games of the season and is now
tied for the league lead at 21 with Connor McDavid.
Does Matthews feel close to breaking out again?
"I mean, I'd like to hope so," the 23-year-old said with a smile. "So, I’m
just going to stick with it."
The lack of finish of late may be the result of a nagging wrist injury, which
forced Matthews to miss a couple games. Since returning to the lineup
on March 3, Matthews has three goals in nine games with all the goals
coming from in tight. Matthews hasn't scored from distance since Feb. 20
when he ripped a pair past Carey Price in Montreal.
With Toronto going through the slowest part of its schedule, Matthews
got two full days off the ice last week and again this week.
"The better that he feels in terms of his health and his energy levels only
increases the opportunity for him to get more of those chances to go in,"
Keefe pointed out.
"It's been positive," Matthews said. "These breaks and the rest has been
really good. These games are going to be important down the stretch and
I want to be as good as possible. I just continue to trend in the right
direction."
At Tuesday's practice, Matthews seemed determined to regain his
scoring touch. On multiple occasions he skated to the bench to adjust the
tape on his stick. He also switched sticks a couple of times going back to
his original full-blade tape job.
The hope is a trip to Ottawa this week will help Matthews' mojo. After all,
he famously scored four goals in his National Hockey League debut in
that building and hasn't really stopped scoring against the Senators since
then with 19 goals in 21 games overall.
"For a lot of us, Ottawa is a special place to play just because a lot of us
played in our first game there," Matthews said. "They got a really young,
exciting team. They tend to give us their best game every time we play.
We definitely have to be ready. You can’t take them lightly."
'I'm just going to keep shooting': Matthews hoping to regain scoring touch
as wrist improves
Goalless in his last four games, and still working through a wrist injury
Auston Matthews is hoping to regain his scoring touch against the
Ottawa Senators, a team he has had plenty of success against in the
past. Head coach Sheldon Keefe says he isn't worried about Matthews'
drought, as the chances are there and he is feeling better every day.
--Matthews and Mitch Marner had a new linemate on Saturday as Wayne
Simmonds got bumped up to Toronto's top line. And Simmonds, who just
returned from a six-week injury absence, remained in that spot at
Tuesday's practice.

--The one line that remained intact from Friday to Saturday was John
Tavares between newcomer Alex Galchenyuk and William Nylander.
"It's hard to judge on two games, but I'm progressing really well," said
Galchenyuk. "Game 1, there's so much excitement and I was really fired
up, and Game 2 I stuck with it and it was nice to get some plays in and
get the win. That was huge for us."
Galchenyuk was acquired in a trade with Carolina on Feb. 15 and played
six games in the American Hockey League before getting this chance in
Toronto's top six.
"His attitude and his energy have been probably the most impressive
things," said Keefe. "He has lots of life. He loves being on the ice and
being around the guys. He loves competing."
Galchenyuk picked up an assist on Saturday and was noticeable on the
forecheck.
"He has been probably as good of a forechecker as we've had in these
two games he's played," said Keefe. "When you look at a player with a
high degree of skill who has had success in the league and you think
about what they are going to need to climb their way back and to restart
their career, if you will, energy and passion and competitiveness are the
things that come to mind. If you don't have those things, and you are just
going to rely upon your skill, it is going to be a tough road back."
Galchenyuk, who has bounced between Montreal, Arizona, Pittsburgh,
Minnesota and Ottawa since the 2017-18 season, is grateful for the
opportunity to re-establish himself.
"Since Day 1, I got here and they were straightforward and wanted to
really work on my game," he said. "It was just great to see an
organization like this appreciate me as a player and see what I can add
and what I can do. It's been great so far. I love it."
Nylander on chemistry with Galchenyuk, sweatpants style during COVID
Despite being coined with the nickname 'Willie Styles' by Joe Thornton,
William Nylander is downplaying his fashion sense, saying he has relied
on sweats and hoodies lately. Nylander also spoke about how he met
Alex Galchenyuk and how he wants to build chemistry with his linemate.
--Galchenyuk really appreciated how Nylander helped him get comfortable
in Toronto. The pair actually ran into each other a few weeks ago before
Galchenyuk got called up.
"I was getting some fresh air and I see a guy wearing a pink hat and I
knew right away it was Willy," Galchenyuk said with a smile. "I came up
to him and was like, 'What’s going on?' We just talked about hockey. We
talked about the city. We talked about what's been going on in the past
and now. We spoke for an hour or so. It was great meeting him. Great to
know him. He actually texted me when I got traded, too, so a great guy.
He made me more comfortable."
Nylander and Galchenyuk stayed on the ice after practice on Tuesday
talking shop. Nylander seemed to be showing his new teammate certain
plays and nuances of the Leafs system.

"He did well," noted Keefe. "I thought they had good energy. Obviously, it
is going to take a little bit just to develop the reads and chemistry that you
need to have with the line. That is why I wanted to stay with it and give it
more opportunities."

"The stuff he does in the games, you can tell why, because he does it in
practice," said Galchenyuk. "Extremely skilled. Skates really well. Sees
the ice well. You know, the turn backs, the way he makes moves with the
puck is tremendous."

Matthews and Marner previously played mostly with either Joe Thornton
or Zach Hyman this season.

Galchenyuk appreciates warm welcome from Nylander, Maple Leafs
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With one assist through two games for the Maple Leafs, and a penchant
for getting in on the forecheck that head coach Sheldon Keefe didn't
expect, Alex Galchenyuk has not looked out of place on a line with John
Tavares and William Nylander. Galchenyuk spoke about the welcome he
received from his line-mate Nylander and how he has adjusted to his role
with the Maple Leafs.
--With Simmonds back in the fold, the Leafs hope to get their once potent
power play back on track. Toronto has converted on just one of 17
chances over the last eight games. There have been a lot of good looks
that haven't fallen including a Matthews shot that was stopped by a diving
Jacob Markstrom on Friday night.
"We have had enough chances," said Keefe. "We just referenced some
of the opportunities Auston has had. Normally, those would go in for him.
You'd feel a little bit better about the results for sure, but I think our
process can certainly be better."
--During this dry spell, which dates back to a loss in Vancouver on March
4, only the Columbus Blue Jackets and Buffalo Sabres have been worse
on the man advantage.
"There are really four main elements to a power play: your faceoffs, your
breakout structure, your entry and ability to get set up, and then how you
play in the zone," Keefe explained. "I don't think we have had any game
where all four have really been going here of late. It has been one night
where we are really strong on the faceoffs and have more time in the
zone, but then we are not in sync in terms of attacking the net. In other
games, we might have that going, but our breakout is an issue and we
are not getting in. We just haven't been in sync in those four areas that
really help a power play have a good process."
During Tuesday's practice, both units spent some time with assistant
coach Manny Malhotra, who oversees the power play, working on inzone movements.

Despite the gap in the standings between the two teams, the Maple
Leafs record against the Senators is 3-2-1. What is it about the Sens that
gives the Maple Leafs trouble? Travis Dermott, Auston Matthews, Zach
Bogosian, and Sheldon Keefe share their explanations as to why the
Sens seem to "have their number" this season.
--Lines at Tuesday's practice:
Simmonds - Matthews - Marner
Galchenyuk - Tavares - Nylander
Mikheyev - Engvall - Hyman
Thornton - Kerfoot - Spezza
Sabourin, Barabanov
Rielly - Brodie
Muzzin - Holl
Dermott - Bogosian
Rubins - Hollowell
Campbell
Hutchinson
Scott
Power-play units at Tuesday's practice:
Rielly
Matthews - Thornton - Marner
Simmonds
Brodie

"We are hoping some time to get some practice will help," Keefe said.
"Frankly, playing against a team like Calgary wasn't a great thing for us.
That is a really strong penalty kill and one that has had a lot of success
against us. That didn't help us get into sync, but certainly, we have to do
better in that area."

Nylander - Tavares - Spezza

Leafs Ice Chips: Four pillars of the power play aren't in sync
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After a hot start, the Maple Leafs power play is in a funk. Scoring only
once on 17 attempts over the past eight games, Maple Leafs assistant
coach Manny Malholtra is looking to right the ship with some extra work
at practice. Head coach Sheldon Keefe has his own explanation for why
it hasn't been successful, emphasizing four crucial elements that need to
be in sync.

USA TODAY / 'The line should go away': As restrictions ease, pro
athletes are on deck for COVID-19 vaccination

---

Gabe Lacques

The Senators and Leafs have split six games this season. The North
Division's basement dwellers seem to revel in spoiling the party for their
provincial rivals.
"They got our number, somehow, this year," said defenceman Travis
Dermott. "It's a good battle for us. They match up pretty well against us.
They seem to figure out little holes in our game and really attack those
lapses. We want to play against them as much as we can. We don't want
to play against the teams that we feel we play well against. We want to
play the teams where we really haven't figured out our game against
them or a certain system that they play. It's playing against guys that
push us out of our comfort zone and make us better by the time the
important games come."
Toronto lost 4-3 on March 20 in their last trip to the nation's capital.
"We've been up, for sure, for them," Senators coach D.J. Smith said
before the last game between the teams. "It's not that we match up well,
but we've found a way to be very competitive in the games against
them."
'They've got our number this year': Dermott, Leafs look forward to test
against Sens

Hyman
TSN.CA LOADED: 03.24.2021
Websites

After a year of external criticism and internal debate over draining
resources from at-risk and essential members of society amid a global
pandemic, North America’s sports industry may soon arrive at a point
where the notion of “skipping the line” for COVID-19 vaccines is no
longer a concern.
It’s even possible, public-health experts say, that they should assemble
at the front.
With three vaccinations in distribution, a fourth awaiting approval and the
USA now vaccinating residents at a rate of 3 million per day, states are
increasingly loosening requirements for COVID-19 vaccinations.
Monday, the state of Arizona announced any resident 16 or older will be
eligible for vaccination at state-run sites beginning Wednesday in Yuma,
Pima and Maricopa counties.
Fifteen of 30 Major League Baseball franchises are currently decamped
throughout Maricopa County for spring training, and hundreds of
ballplayers live year-round in the Phoenix area. In one week, they’ll break
camp in Arizona and Florida and embark on a six-month, 162-game
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season that will take them across the country, coming into contact with
hundreds of bus drivers, airline workers and hotel personnel and others.
FANS IN SEATS: Where every MLB team stands on home attendance
for 2021
NCAA TOURNAMENT: Upset-filled weekend may be product of unusual
silence
Meanwhile, the NBA and NHL’s indoor seasons – both significantly
upended by COVID-19 cases in the absence of a bubble – are warily
lurching toward their playoffs.
While the vast majority of these athletes are young and healthy, and the
essentiality of their work – they’re just games, albeit ones that distract
and entertain – is up for debate, there’s no denying the jobs can’t be
performed while staying at home.
And the point on the axis where available vaccine and vaccinating those
whose work requires frequent contact is drawing closer to professional
athletes.
“We’re getting to where we’re past the point of discussing high risk
groups and instead, let’s vaccinate everyone we can,” says Dr. Jill
Roberts, an infectious disease expert and professor at the University of
South Florida. “And let’s hit the groups that are more likely to spread that
than those most likely to die from it. I think we’ve done a pretty good job
on at-risk groups.
“We should be at the point of removing those barriers. It doesn’t really
come down to what the profession of the players is at all. It comes down
to, ‘Will they be likely be spreaders?’
“I don’t think they should have to skip a line. I think the line should go
away.”
If that’s the case, where, exactly, do the athletes line up?
The Atlanta Hawks and Portland Trail Blazers did so, essentially, in their
own locker room: Fourteen of 17 Hawks players and 36 basketball
operations members overall were vaccinated after a March 19 game; all
who were vaccinated met Georgia standards to qualify for the vaccine,
which for players included a body mass index exceeding 25.
Monday, the Blazers announced 13 players received their first dose of
the Moderna vaccine, gaining access, they said in a statement, to an
"excess supply of vaccines through the Confederated Tribes of Grand
Ronde who began offering the vaccine to the general public in February
as a way to help Oregon, and the Nation, move past the pandemic."
Multiple New Orleans Pelicans players were vaccinated March 14, days
after some eligibility restrictions were loosened in Louisiana.
Older coaches and managers, such as the San Antonio Spurs’ Gregg
Popovich (who turned 72 in January) and Houston Astros’ Dusty Baker
(71) have confirmed their vaccinations.
As for the 800 to 1,000 MLB players about to disperse coast to coast for
a summerlong tour of America?
According to a baseball official with direct knowledge of MLB’s thinking,
vaccinations will be state-based and handled on a team-by-team basis.
The league will strongly urge, but not require, players and staff to get
vaccinated once state regulations allow access.
The person spoke to USA TODAY Sports on condition of anonymity
because they were not authorized to discuss the policies publicly.
Production and distribution of the vaccine have ramped up far quicker
than the proliferation and processing of COVID-19 tests, the biggest
hurdle to sports’ return in the early months of the pandemic.
Testing presented dilemmas both functional and moral – the NBA, NHL
and WNBA’s bulletproof bubbles and MLB’s bumpy but ultimately
successful uncontrolled environment required daily, rapid testing at a
time the coronavirus ravaged the country and thousands of Americans’
test results were rendered useless due to lengthy processing times.
The path to vaccination has been smoother.

Andy Slavitt, White House senior advisor for COVID-19 response, said
over the weekend that two-thirds of seniors have been vaccinated.
President Joe Biden’s goal to open vaccinations to all Americans 16 and
older by May 1 has been adopted by 24 states. Yet that goal was
admittedly conservative, allowing states to create their own, more
aggressive timelines.
And they have: The governors of Michigan, Connecticut and Iowa - two
Democrats and a Republican – announced an April 5 opening of
vaccines to all residents 16 and older. Arizona Gov. Doug Ducey (R) did
them one better, pushing that date to March 24.
Tuesday, the state of Texas announced vaccines will be available to all
adults, beginning March 29.
Cities and counties have taken matters into their own hands, too, with
Orlando mayor Jerry Demings opening a mass vaccination site at his
city's convention center for residents 40 and older, drawing the ire of
Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis.
The shifting guidelines come as some vaccine batches go unused and
concern over COVID-19 variants grow.
Roberts says the highly contagious United Kingdom variant is
responsible for more than 60% of recent cases among students and staff
at South Florida.
“We need to stop these variants,” she says. “And to do that, we have to
vaccinate the spreaders.”
That’s not to say those eligible will offer up their arm for a shot.
“I don’t really see myself getting it any time soon, unless I’m forced to,”
Golden State Warriors forward Andrew Wiggins said Monday night.
Decade of the Woman: These women will dominate sports over next 10
years
NFL free agency tracker: Updates on major moves
Ranking the men's Sweet 16 teams from best to worst
Pro athletes becoming vaccine priority: 'Line should go away'
Seeds show why this is the maddest March Madness ever
Hours earlier Los Angeles Dodgers third baseman Justin Turner – best
known to casual fans as the guy who broke isolation and celebrated,
maskless, a World Series title with teammates minutes after receiving a
positive COVID-19 test result – sounded less than effusive about backing
up whatever antibodies he may possess with a vaccine.
“I definitely will think about it. I still have the antibodies,” says Turner,
who tested positive Oct. 27. “There are some conversations with the
training staff on the pros and cons about getting it or waiting to see how
long my antibodies last, so I don’t know yet.
“It’s a personal decision. It’s not up to me to talk about what guys are
going to do and not going to do.’’
Plenty who labored under coronavirus outbreaks and protocols are
hoping relief comes quickly and willingly; after 11 MLB stadiums played
host to mass vaccination sites, some shots should soon land in the arms
of those who perform inside them.
“I look at us just like the rest of the country – the more people that (get
vaccinated), the more comfortable people are,” says Miami Marlins
manager Don Mattingly, whose team lost 18 players to positive COVID19 tests just days into the 2020 season, as he clutched his neck gaiter.
“Would love to not have these things on all day long, in my office,
everywhere else.
“I think we just want, as an industry, and as a country, that we get on top
of this, we’re safer, people are more comfortable. I’m sure everybody
would like to have something in their life to improve upon with COVID.”
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