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In stretch against also-rans, Hurricanes haven’t just maintained their edge. They’ve honed
it.
By Luke DeCock
It has now been three weeks since the Carolina Hurricanes
last lost in regulation, and while they have benefited from a
mild drop in the quality of competition, they have responded
to that with an increase in quality of their own.
As the end of the regular season fast approaches, the
Hurricanes continue to get better.
Getting players like Teuvo Teravainen and Brady Skjei back
certainly helps, but there’s more than personnel to the kind of
overflowing confidence the Hurricanes displayed in Monday’s
5-2 win over the Chicago Blackhawks. They passed
repeatedly into open space knowing a teammate would
quickly fill it, deftly doubled back to defuse threats at the
other end and over and over again made the kind of subtle
plays that belie the tremendous trust inherent in them.
“It’s all about sharpening up,” Hurricanes coach Rod
Brind’Amour said. “We’ve got to find a way to stay razor
sharp and keep getting better.”
When it’s going your way, it’s all going your way. Sebastian
Aho was hooked and dropped his stick at one end, with no
call, then was the recipient of an Andrei Svechnikov pass to
finish a two-on-one on the very next rush, his first of three.
Dougie Hamilton took a shot from deep in the corner behind
the Chicago net, and banked it off the goalie and in. Real
puck-don’t-lie stuff.
Of course, it also helps that this is the kind of Blackhawks
team that would look familiar to Alpo Suhonen, Trent
Yawney, Brian Sutter and Lorne Molleken, all of whom
oversaw dismal Blackhawks teams in the postChelios/Roenick-pre-Kane/Toews intermission, a period
when the Blackhawks made the playoffs once in 10 years
and weren’t even a gleam in NBC’s eye yet.
There’s still something to be said for putting a team playing
out the string out of its misery quickly rather than giving it a
reason to hang around and make a nuisance of itself, and
the Hurricanes made quick work of that Monday. It was 2-0
at the end of the first — easily could have been 4-0 — and
was 4-0 midway through the second. Game over at that
point, although the Blackhawks tacked on a pair late as the
Hurricanes coasted in third gear before Aho clinched the hat
trick with an empty-netter.

“We just tried to go into this game and play our game,” said
Martin Necas, who scored his first goal since April 10. “Be
strong on the puck, play in the offensive zone, if there was a
play just make it, or try to skate it in there as well. It was a
good start. ... We want to win every game. It’s been pretty
good so far. Right now it’s the time of year when you have to
be dialed in and be ready for the playoffs.”
The first two goals both had a tinge of luck to them and more
than a tinge of misfortune on the part of Chicago goalie
Malcolm Subban, but the Hurricanes more than earned
them. Hamilton banked the first off Subban’s skate from
deep below the goal line and Necas’ long shot hit the post
and then Subban twice for the Hurricanes’ second.
Aho tacked on a pair in the first half of the second period to
chase Subban, but goaltending wasn’t the Blackhawks’
issue. On this night, they were utterly unequipped to keep up
with a far better hockey team playing with verve and style.
The Hurricanes certainly still have everything to play for at
this point, despite having a playoff spot safely secured. It’s
not just positioning, even though first place in this division
means potentially only having to play one of Tampa Bay and
Florida instead of both, no small consideration given the
quality of those teams.
It’s less concrete than that. A game like this, a performance
like this, even against an outmanned opponent that’s ready
for the end of a chronologically short but emotionally long
season, requires the same rigid focus and lack of mercy
required to complete a sweep or take care of business at
home in the first two games of a first-round series.
“That’s the whole name of the game right now,” Brind’Amour
said. “It’s human nature. It would be easy to let off the gas.
You push so hard to get into the playoffs and you get in, but
we have to keep getting better. When we get to playoffs, we
can’t have bad habits and things creep into our game. I give
the guys a lot of credit. The last three games haven’t been
picture perfect, but we haven’t come off the gas at all.”
The Hurricanes have been building something, all season
long, but over the past four weeks or so in particular as they
round into health and start to get players back from injury.
They’re in a run of seven straight games against teams that
aren’t going to make the playoffs — whether that’s Dallas at
the start of it or Nashville at the end of it — and they haven’t
just maintained their edge, but honed it.
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Aho hat trick spurs Carolina Hurricanes to 5-2 victory over Chicago Blackhawks
By Chip Alexander
It has been a while since hats came flying on the ice at PNC
Arena.
But Sebastian Aho of the Carolina Hurricanes had ‘em flying
Monday. Scoring the fourth hat trick of his career, the ever
competitive center spurred the Canes to a 5-2 victory over
the Chicago Blackhawks.
Aho scored off the rush. He scored on the power play, with a
crafty redirection. He then finished off the hat trick with an
empty-net goal in the final two minutes of regulation, scoring
with the Blackhawks’ Patrick Kane on his hip and pushing
him all the way.
It wasn’t like the days before the pandemic, when the arena
was full and hats filled the playing surface. But it was a
proper tribute to a player who always has his game face set,
his focus sharp and his eyes on only one prize: winning.
Asked after the game about the hat trick, Aho replied, “It’s
pretty nice, but we’re here for a bigger goal.”
The Hurricanes (35-10-7) have established themselves as
Stanley Cup contenders. They lead the Central Division and
the NHL with 77 points. They have points in their last 11
games and are intent on staying sharp in the final days of the
regular season.
“The human nature part of it, it would be easy to let off the
gas,” Canes coach Rod Brind’Amour said. “We have to keep
getting better because you get to the playoffs you just can’t
have bad habits creep into your game.
“It’s all about sharpening up. We have to stay razor sharp
here and find a way to keep getting better.”
Defenseman Dougie Hamilton had a goal and assist, Martin
Necas scored his first goal in 12 games and Vincent
Trocheck had two assists as the Canes led 2-0 after the first
period and 4-1 after the second.
Canes goalie Alex Nedeljkovic picked up his 15th win of the
season, facing 17 shots as the Canes were quick on getting
sticks on pucks and even quicker in exiting their zone.
Nedeljkovic, 7-0-1 in his last eight starts, had his biggest stop
of the game with 1:34 left in regulation, gloving a shot by
Kane with the Canes leading 4-2.
Aho, who has an eight-game point streak, scored his first
goal off a perfectly executed two-on-one rush with Andrei
Svechnikov in the second. His second goal made it 4-0 and
chased goalie Malcolm Subban of the Blackhawks (22-24-6),
now officially out of playoff contention.
Aho’s third goal, his 24th of the season, came at 18:44 of the
third off a Jesper Fast pass. No easy shot to an empty net,

either. He had Kane hounding him but finished up the natural
hat trick.
“He’s a complete player,” Necas said “He can skate, he can
make plays, he’s got a good shot. Especially this year I feel
like he’s played so much better in the defensive zone. What
can I say? He’s a great player.”
Defenseman Ian Mitchell scored for Chicago late in the
second period and speedy forward Alex DeBrincat picked up
his 26th in the third.
The Blackhawks had another score in the second overturned
on a successful coach’s challenge by Brind’Amour for
goaltender interference.
The Canes and Blackhawks go at it again Tuesday at PNC
Arena, then again Thursday to close out their divisional
series.
“I think why we’ve had success this year is we’ve been able
to stay in the moment,” Aho said. “That’s been the whole
message here lately: take one day at a time, one game at a
time, and that we have to do it right every game, every day.”
News and notes
▪ Goalie Petr Mrazek served as the backup goalie to Alex
Nedeljkovic after being out six games with a lower-body
injury.
▪ Forwards Brock McGinn (upper-body) and Jordan
Martinook (lower-body) continue to be sidelined. McGinn has
been out the last 14 games and Martinook five.
▪ The Canes (35-10-7) and Blackhawks (22-24-6) play three
times in four days to finish out their Central season series.
Carolina, now with 77 points, went into the first game with a
two-point lead over Tampa Bay and Florida in the division,
with one game-in-hand on the Lightning and two on the
Panthers. The Canes also led the NHL in points. That all
held true, save for the game in hand.
“There’s a lot on the line,” center Vincent Trocheck said.
“We’re trying to win every game going down the stretch.
Nobody wants to create bad habits going into the playoffs.”
▪ Because Nedeljkovic played more than 30 minutes in
Monday’s game, it marked his 27th game with 30 or more
minutes — he played 29:57 in his first NHL game. The 27th
game qualifies him as a restricted free agent after the
season. Nedeljkovic could have qualified as a Group 6
unrestricted agree agent. He is 25, has played three years of
professional hockey and has an expiring contract this
season.

CAROLINA HURRICANES
NEWS CLIPPINGS • May 4, 2021

Aho’s hat trick leads Hurricanes past Blackhawks
Chicago was officially eliminated from playoff contention with
the loss
By Cory Lavalette
RALEIGH — Sebastian Aho had a hat trick and the
Hurricanes dominated the Blackhawks for a 5-2 win Monday
at PNC Arena. Dougie Hamilton and Martin Necas also
scored for Carolina, which ran its point streak to 11 games.
The win kept Carolina atop the NHL and Central Division
standings with a league-nest .740 point percentage and 77
points.
Three Thoughts
1. There were plenty of bingo squares covered in this one.
Power play goal? Check. Back-side one-timer? Done. Goal
banked in from below the goal line? Yep. Shot off the post
and in off the opposing goalie? Why not.
It was a rough one for the Blackhawks, who pulled Malcolm
Subban just before the midway point and seemed to have no
answer for the relentless Hurricanes. Chicago even had a
goal wiped away by a Hurricanes challenge for goaltender
interference when the score was 4-0 in the second period.
“It’s all about sharpening up,” Hurricanes coach Rod
Brind’Amour said. “We have got to stay razor-sharp and find
a way to keep getting better.”
2. It doesn’t get easier for the Blackhawks as the two teams
will play again Tuesday and then Thursday to finish off the
season series. Each night is different in the NHL, but
Carolina seems to be firing on all cylinders while the
Blackhawks are playing out the string — they were officially
eliminated from playoff contention with the loss.
As Brind’Amour said, the team is using the last handful of
regular season games to fine-tune its game ahead of the
postseason. But just as importantly, the coach doesn’t want
his team to let up and get away from what has made it
successful.
“That’s the whole name of the game right now,” Brind’Amour
said. “Human nature would be easy to let off the gas. We
push so hard, got to get in the playoffs, then you’re in and we
have to keep getting better. You get to the playoffs, you can’t
have bad habits, you can’t have things creep into your game.
“I give those guys a lot of credit. These last three games, it
hasn’t been picture-perfect, but we certainly haven’t come off
the gas at all. That’s on those guys, doing a great job.”
3. While Chicago sophomore Kirby Dach was slogging
through the game, Hurricanes’ second-year forward Necas
was making right on a couple tough outings.

“I sucked for the last couple games, I’ve got to say that,”
Necas said after snapping his six-game point drought and
scoring his first goal in 11 outings in the first period. “So it’s
good to get myself going again. I felt way better today. I tried
to get involved, make some plays. … So let’s try to keep it
going.”
Brind’Amour appreciated Necas’ accountability.
“I think he had a good word for it,” Brind’Amour said when
told of Necas saying he had “sucked” of late. “You have to be
able to self-evaluate your game. You don’t need me always
telling you or the coaches telling you how to play. You should
know. You come off, the game’s over, you look in the mirror
and you know. That’s good on him. He’ll bounce back, and
we need him going down the stretch and in the playoffs.”
Number To Know
15 — Wins this season for Alex Nedeljkovic, who made 16
saves and surpassed Cam Ward for the most wins by a
Hurricanes rookie goaltender since the team’s relocation to
North Carolina. Ward went 14-8-2 in 2005-06 and won the
Conn Smythe Trophy following Carolina’s Stanley Cup
victory that season. Two Hartford rookies registered more
wins: Peter Sidorkiewicz went 22-18-4 in 1988-89 with the
Whalers, and John Garrett was 16-24-11 with Hartford in
1979-80.
They Said It
“It’s pretty nice, but we’re here for the bigger goal.”
— Hurricanes center Sebastian Aho on posting a hat trick
Plus
Sebastian Aho, Hurricanes center — Aho got his fourth
career hat trick, giving him 24 goals on the season — a 38goal pace in a normal 82-game campaign. The last time a
Hurricanes player had 30 goals in three straight seasons was
Eric Staal, who did it four years in a row from 2005-06 to
2008-09. Of course, Aho won’t get there this year (right?)
because of the condensed schedule, but he’s built a lead on
his teammates and should run away with both the goal and
scoring titles for this year’s team.
Aho still thinks there is room to improve.
“You always have that feeling that you can be better,” he
said when asked if he was playing his best hockey of the
season. “There’s so many situations on the ice. You think
(you) could do that better or this better. That’s the kind of
mindset I have that I try to make every shift matter. Just to
make the right plays on the ice.”
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Brind’Amour has always expected great things from Aho,
and his No. 1 center’s consistency and 200-foot game got
the stamp of approval from the coach following the game.
“He’s very competitive. I love that about him,” Brind’Amour
said. “And I think his overall game has gotten better. Just
watching him grow as a player has been, really, a pleasure.”
Minus

shaken up on awkward collisions, first crashing into the end
boards and seemingly favoring his left leg and then colliding
with the Chicago net on a scoring chance and again hitting
the same leg and limping off.
The good news is two-fold. Skjei didn’t miss a shift after
either incident despite the obvious discomfort. More
importantly, Skjei didn’t suffer a setback in just his third game
back from a concussion.

Brady Skjei, Hurricanes defenseman — It was a good
news/bad news night for Skjei. The bad news: He was twice

Recap: Aho's Hat Trick Powers Canes Past Blackhawks
Aho extends point streak to eight games with three-goal
performance
By Michael Smith
Sebastian Aho's fourth career hat trick fueled the Carolina
Hurricanes to a 5-2 win against the Chicago Blackhawks.
The Difference
Sebastian Aho is heating up at the most critical juncture of
the season, and through 52 games, he's better than a pointper-game player. After his three-goal performance, the
Central Division's Star of the Month for April now has 55
points (24g, 21a) in 52 games.
"He's a complete player. He can skate. He can make plays.
He's got a good shot," Martin Necas said. "He's there in all
situations. What can I say? You guys see it on the ice. He's a
great player and really important for us."
Aho scored his first two goals about five minutes apart from
one another in the first half of the second period, both
gorgeous set-ups for the Finn's finish.
A little over four-and-a-half minutes into the second, Andrei
Svechnikov shielded the puck from a diving Connor Murphy
and skated into the zone 2-on-1 with Aho. Ever-patient,
Svechnikov then waited to thread a pass through Wyatt
Kalynuk and over to Aho for the one-time finish.
"I saw Svech coming 100 miles per hour towards me," Aho
said. "Awesome play by him. Puts his shoulder down, beats
his guy one-on-one and makes an awesome pass to me
backdoor. Just a great play by him."
About five minutes later, with the Canes on their second
power play of the period, Aho set up shop at the top of the
crease and put his stick on the ice in perfect position to roof
a redirect of a Dougie Hamilton shot.
Aho completed the hat trick late in regulation when he stuffed
the puck in an empty net to seal the Canes' victory.

"It's pretty nice, but we're here for a bigger goal," Aho said.
Aho now has points in eight straight games, a nice total of six
goals and nine assists (15 points) in that stretch.
"We need that consistency, and we talk about it all the time.
The competitive consistency, that's the game right now,"
head coach Rod Brind'Amour said. "He's definitely doing
that."
Fist Bumps
Dougie Hamilton
Put pucks on net and good things happen, right? Just ask
Dougie Hamilton, whose shot from a sharp angle along the
goal line bounced in off the toe of Malcom Subban's blade.
"We were definitely clicking early," Vincent Trocheck said. "It
was just a matter of coming out ready and making sure those
first 10 minutes were ours so we could get a lead early."
Martin Necas
Martin Necas doubled the Canes' lead in what was a
dominant first 20 minutes for the home team. After taking the
handoff from Trocheck at the top of the left circle, Necas
scooted into the middle of the ice and floated a wrist shot
from the point. With Nino Niederreiter planted squarely in
front of Subban, the Blackhawks' netminder couldn't track
Necas' seeing-eye shot, and the puck pinged off the post
and in.
"We just tried to go in this game and play our game. Be
strong on the pucks, play in the offensive zone. If there is a
play, make it," Necas said. "It was a good start."
The goal was Necas' first since April 10, which snapped an
11-game drought.
"I sucked for the last couple of games," an honest Necas
self-assessed. "It's good to get myself going again. I felt way
better today. I tried to get involved and make some plays."

CAROLINA HURRICANES
NEWS CLIPPINGS • May 4, 2021
Stats Pack
10: Hamilton's goal in the first period was his 10th of the
season. He is currently the only NHL defenseman to score at
least 10 goals in each of his last seven seasons, according
to Canes PR.
8: With a three-goal performance, Aho extended his seasonlong point streak to eight games (6g, 9a).
7-0-1: Alex Nedeljkovic improved to 7-0-1 in his last eight
starts with a 1.49 goals-against average, a .947 save
percentage and one shutout.

one game at a time. We have to do it right every game and
every day to try to build our confidence for the playoffs." Sebastian Aho
Up Next
Tomorrow. Same time, same place, same opponent.
"We have to keep getting better because when you get to the
playoffs, you can't have bad habits. You can't have things
creep into your game," Brind'Amour said. "I give the guys a
lot of credit. These last three games haven't been picture
perfect, but we certainly haven't come off the gas at all."

Quote of the Night
"We've been able to stay in the moment. That's been the
whole message here lately. Take it one day at a time and

Preview: Blackhawks vs. Hurricanes
Canes have earned at least a point in 11 straight games (80-3)
By Michael Smith
For the second time in as many nights, the Carolina
Hurricanes, who have earned points in 11 consecutive
games (8-0-3), face off against the Chicago Blackhawks.
The Match-Up
Chicago Blackhawks (22-24-6, 50 points) vs. Carolina
Hurricanes (35-10-7, 77 points)
Tuesday, May 4, 7 p.m.
Watch: Bally Sports South, Bally Sports app
Listen: 99.9 FM The Fan, Hurricanes.com/Listen, Hurricanes
app

points) in that stretch. Dougie Hamilton and Martin Necas
also tallied for the Canes, while Alex Nedeljkovic improved to
7-0-1 in his last eight starts.
"We have to keep getting better because when you get to the
playoffs, you can't have bad habits. You can't have things
creep into your game," head coach Rod Brind'Amour said. "I
give the guys a lot of credit. These last three games haven't
been picture perfect, but we certainly haven't come off the
gas at all."
Numbers to Know
4: With four career hat tricks, Aho now ranks tied for third
with Jeff Skinner for most hat tricks in team history (since
relocation), behind Eric Staal (13) and Erik Cole (5).

About Last Night

5: The Canes' magic number for clinching first place in the
Central Division is now five points (either won by the Canes
or lost by Tampa Bay).

Sebastian Aho tallied his fourth career hat trick to lead the
Canes past the Blackhawks, 5-2. Aho's three-goal
performance extended his point streak to a season-long
eight games, and he's posted six goals and nine assists (15

6-2-0: The Canes are closing our their ninth set of back-toback games this season. They finished 5-2-2 in the first
game and bring a 6-2-0 record in the second game into
tonight's rematch.
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Blackhawks eliminated from playoff contention with loss to Hurricanes
Aho has hat trick for Carolina, which extends point streak to
11
By Kurt Dusterberg
RALEIGH, N.C. -- The Chicago Blackhawks were eliminated
from Stanley Cup Playoff contention with a 5-2 loss to the
Carolina Hurricanes at PNC Arena on Monday.
Sebastian Aho scored a hat trick, and Dougie Hamilton had a
goal and an assist for the Hurricanes (35-10-7), who
extended their point streak to 11 games (8-0-3) with their
fourth straight win. Alex Nedeljkovic made 15 saves and is 70-1 in his past eight starts.
"It would be easy to just let off the gas," Carolina coach Rod
Brind'Amour said. "I give the guys credit because these last
three games, it hasn't been picture-perfect, but they certainly
haven't come off the gas at all. That's on those guys. They're
doing a great job."
Carolina is two points ahead of the Florida Panthers for first
place in the eight-team Discover Central Division with two
games in hand. Florida defeated the Dallas Stars 5-4 in
overtime Monday. The Hurricanes, Panthers and Tampa Bay
Lightning each have qualified for the Stanley Cup Playoffs
from the division with one berth remaining.

Aho's team-leading 22nd goal made it 3-0. Andrei
Svechnikov led a 2-on-1 and slipped a pass to Aho driving
the net for a one-timer at 4:42 of the second period.
"As soon as I looked up I saw [Svechnikov] coming 100 mph
towards me and I just readjusted my route and went with
him," Aho said. "He puts his shoulder down and beats his
guy 1-on-1 and makes an awesome pass to me back door."
Aho extended the lead to 4-0 at 9:52 when he was left alone
at the net and redirected a pass from Hamilton on a power
play.
Mitchell cut it to 4-1 when he one-timed Dylan Strome's pass
from behind the net at 18:35.
DeBrincat skated up the left side boards before cutting to the
net and scoring on the forehand at 14:38 of the third period
to make 4-2.
Aho completed the hat trick, scoring into an empty net at
18:44 for the 5-2 final. He has scored 15 points (six goals,
nine assists) in an eight-game point streak.
Delia's relief appearance was his first NHL game since
starting back-to-back 5-2 losses to the Lightning (Jan. 15)
and Panthers (Jan. 17).

Ian Mitchell and Alex DeBrincat scored for the Blackhawks
(22-24-6), who have lost five straight. Malcolm Subban
allowed four goals on 18 shots before being replaced 9:52
into the second period by Collin Delia, who made 19 saves.

"It's been challenging, but you've got to be thankful for the
opportunity to even be in this situation to begin with," Delia
said. "I'm very thankful to be a part of the organization and
I'm thankful to compete and work with some amazing
individuals every day."

"Obviously not the spot we want to be in with four games
left," DeBrincat said. "We had a good stretch in the middle of
the season, but you have to play the full season. It's tough,
but these next four games, we're still building for something
in the future. We've still got to play hard."

The Blackhawks play the Hurricanes here Tuesday and
Thursday before ending the season with two games against
the Dallas Stars.

Hamilton scored his 10th of the season to put the Hurricanes
up 1-0 at 6:33 of the first period when his shot from behind
the goal line in the right corner deflected off Subban's stick
and right skate.
Carolina went up 2-0 when Martin Necas' shot from the
center point hit the left post and deflected off Subban's right
pad at 13:34.
"We were definitely clicking early," Hurricanes forward
Vincent Trocheck said. "I think it was just a matter of coming
out ready and making sure those first 10 minutes were ours
and getting a lead early."

"We have to get better, we have to keep improving,"
Blackhawks coach Jeremy Colliton said. "We have a bunch
of first- and second-year guys, even third- or fourth-year
guys; we're trying to learn as a group how to play to have
success and be at the top and compete against teams like
Carolina. We have to use these games as an opportunity to
get better."
NOTES: Chicago had 17 shots, its third-lowest total this
season. … DeBrincat has scored in each of the past three
games. … Blackhawks forward Dominik Kubalik had two
assists to extend his point streak to four games (two goals,
three assists). … Hamilton is the fourth active defenseman to
score at least 10 goals in seven straight seasons. Brent
Burns (San Jose Sharks), Roman Josi (Nashville Predators)
and Victor Hedman (Lightning) each did it from 2013-20. …
Aho had a season-high nine shots on goal. … Svechnikov
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has six assists in a four-game point streak. … Carolina
forward Jesper Fast had an assist playing 13:33 after
missing five games with a lower-body injury.

Aho, Hurricanes beat Blackhawks 5-2 for 4th straight win
By Aaron Beard
RALEIGH, N.C. (AP) — Sebastian Aho scored twice in the
second period on the way to a hat trick, helping the Carolina
Hurricanes rolled past the Chicago Blackhawks 5-2 on
Monday night.
Dougie Hamilton and Martin Necas also scored for the
Hurricanes, who entered this game leading the race for the
Presidents’ Trophy awarded to the team with the league’s
best regular-season record. They led nearly the entire way,
going up 2-0 in the opening period and then getting Aho’s
scores to blow the game open on the way to a fourth straight
victory.
Aho got his first when he buried a pass from Andrei
Svechnikov — who stayed on his feet to lead a terrific charge
up the middle of the ice for the 2-on-1 chance at 4:42 of the
second.
Aho followed that minutes later by finding himself alone in
front of the crease on the power play. That gave him time to
set up and perfectly redirect the puck high past Malcolm
Subban off a low pass from Hamilton.
That lifted Carolina to a 4-0 lead by midway through the
period, pushed Aho’s point streak to eight games and
knocked Subban from the game in favor of Collin Delia.
Aho capped his night by beating Patrick Kane to a puck and
scoring the empty-net putaway at 18:44 to earn the hat trick.
Ian Mitchell and Alex DeBrincat scored for Chicago, which
also had a goal from Philipp Kurashev disallowed on replay
review because Pius Suter impaired Alex Nedeljkovic’s
ability to play his crease position.

Chicago, sitting at sixth in the eight-team Central Division,
has lost five straight and seven of nine.
AHO’S ROLL
The 23-year-old Aho had managed three goals and nine
assists in his point streak entering Monday, a tear that had
helped make him the Central Division Star of the Month for
April.
Aho’s streak had included five straight games with an assist.
IN NET
Subban allowed allowed four goals on 18 shots before being
pulled for Delia, who finished with 19 saves in his third
appearance this year — and first since Jan. 17.
Nedeljkovic finished with 16 saves and didn’t face much
pressure considering Chicago managed just 11 shots
through the first two periods.
INJURY UPDATES
Carolina got winger Jesper Fast back after he missed five
games with a lower-body injury. Fast saw more than 13 1/2
minutes of ice time.
Goaltender Petr Mrazek, who has missed the past six games
with a lower-body injury, was the backup to Nedeljkovic on
Monday night.
UP NEXT
The teams meet Tuesday in the second game of a threegame set as the Hurricanes close their home schedule.
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2021 NHL Awards Watch: Who's leading for Hart, Norris, Vezina, Selke, Calder?
By Greg Wyshynski

Hart Trophy (MVP)

We are witnessing the final games of the 2021 NHL Awards
season. As usual, they're a time for both popular
reinforcement of foregone conclusions and last-minute
attempts at seeding doubt about assumed favorites.

Leader: Connor McDavid, Edmonton Oilers
Finalists: Auston Matthews, Toronto Maple Leafs, Nathan
MacKinnon, Colorado Avalanche

An example of the former: Connor McDavid is going to win
the Hart Trophy in a landslide. We'll discuss the other
finalists in a moment, but there's no getting around the fact
that the Edmonton Oilers wunderkind will win his second
MVP Award by a chasm so enormously wide that Nik
Wallenda is scheduled to walk across it on a tightrope.
An example of the latter: The "koronation" of the Minnesota
Wild's Kirill Kaprizov has been challenged by the growing
support -- and growing point total -- for Dallas Stars rookie
forward Jason Robertson, which has willed a horse race for
the Calder Trophy into existence.
As we mentioned last month, the voting standards for the
Professional Hockey Writers Association have changed for
this season due to the NHL's temporary realignment and
intradivision schedules. Instead of 155 members voting on
awards, it will be 100 voters: 20 from each division's media
markets and then 20 at-large voters (including myself and
Emily Kaplan of ESPN).
Here's the NHL Awards Watch for May. This is informed
speculation, taken from conversations around hockey and
with voters, regarding the current contenders for each award.
We asked a dozen of them to give us their current favorites
for this month's edition.
Keep in mind that the PHWA votes for the Hart, Norris,
Calder, Selke and Lady Byng; broadcasters vote for the Jack
Adams; and general managers handle the Vezina. Also keep
in mind the unofficial "you gotta be in it to win it" protocol for
the Hart and the Jack Adams.
All stats from Hockey-Reference.com, Natural Stat Trick and
Evolving Hockey.
Art Ross Trophy (points leader)
Current leader: Connor McDavid, Edmonton Oilers (87
points, 49 games played)
Watch out for: Nobody
Dark horse: Seriously, he's 16 points up on the next guy.
Rocket Richard Trophy (leading goal scorer)
Current leader: Auston Matthews, Toronto Maple Leafs (38
goals, 47 GP)
Watch out for: Connor McDavid, Edmonton Oilers (29 goals,
49 GP)
Dark horse: Mikko Rantanen, Colorado Avalanche (28 goals,
45 GP)

Through 49 games, McDavid had 87 points. His 1.78 pointsper-game average would mark the sixth highest in a season
(minimum 40 games) over the past 30 years.
McDavid leads the NHL in goals scored above average
(22.2) and has added four wins to the Oilers this season, the
most any player has for his team. Through 49 games, the
Oilers have scored 158 goals; McDavid has had a point on
55% of them.
He's also figuring out the defensive side of the game,
improving in expected goals against per 60 (2.33) and
faceoffs (49.3%) from last season. The moment McDavid
actualizes as a two-way player is going to be like that
moment in "Jurassic Park" when the velociraptors figure out
how to use door handles.
We don't really have to go on, do we? You've seen
McDavid's case by the numbers. You've seen McDavid's
incredible highlight reel, on which he appears to be playing at
a different speed setting than the defensive players. Maybe
you're a North Division truther, claiming that McDavid is
excelling against the weakest grouping of teams. As I noted
last week in my column, at best it's a "chicken or the egg"
debate about poor defensive teams vs. having to see elite
offensive players with regularity. Also, McDavid didn't make
the schedule this season. It's pretty much the only thing he
hasn't done.
No need to "galaxy brain" this one: McDavid wins the Hart.
He led for MVP on every ballot we canvassed. "It's not close.
It's the easiest vote that I have ever cast. Honestly, ever,"
one PWHA voter told me.
The other finalists are trickier.
Patrick Kane of the Chicago Blackhawks falls out of our
ranking as his team will not be in the playoffs. Ditto Artemi
Panarin of the New York Rangers, despite a stellar 1.37
points per game.
Could it go to a goaltender? Andrei Vasilevskiy of the Tampa
Bay Lightning would seem like a natural candidate. He has
been their best player (25.8 goals saved above average) and
a steadying presence through the injury losses of Nikita
Kucherov and Steven Stamkos. Connor Hellebuyck of the
Winnipeg Jets doesn't have his Vezina numbers from last
season, but might be even more valuable than he was in
finishing sixth for the Hart in 2019-20. And where would the
Nashville Predators be right now had it not been for Juuse
Saros (23.3 goals saved above average this season) turning
it on in the last month?
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One of our voters had Mitchell Marner in their top three.
Through 51 games, Marner had 64 points for the Toronto
Maple Leafs. It's entirely possible he ends up leading Auston
Matthews in total points, with Matthews bettering him in
points per game (1.32 to 1.25 entering Monday night). What
Marner will not have is Matthews's gaudy goal total (38
through 47 games), and that's really what makes Matthews
an odds-on favorite as a finalist.
His goal-scoring season should be getting the same kind of
praise that McDavid's point-scoring season has gotten.
Matthews has a goals-per-game average of 0.81, matching
Mario Lemieux in his 2000-01 comeback season. It ranks as
the ninth best goals-per-game average in 30 years.
Eight of the past 13 goal-scoring leaders have been Hart
finalists -- and that number might have been even higher had
it not been for "Ovechkin Fatigue." This would be the first
MVP nomination for Matthews.
Who gets the last spot?
Leon Draisaitl of the Oilers, last year's winner, is second in
points (71 in 49 games) but his average numbers are down
from his MVP season. Inevitably, his case must be made
against that of McDavid's. They've played just over 281
minutes together this season at 5-on-5, with an expected
goals percentage of 57.85%. In 553 minutes without
Draisaitl, McDavid has an expected goals percentage of
55.44%; in 521 minutes without McDavid, Draisaitl has an
expected goals percentage of 46.11%.

Fox was the top pick for the majority of the voters we
canvassed; Hedman was the top choice on the rest of them.
So it's fairly clear that it's a two-defenseman race at this
point.
With 47 points in 51 games, Fox was the leading scorer
among defensemen entering Monday night's games. He has
22 even-strength points, 23 on the power play and two shorthanded points. With almost six minutes of average ice time
more than last season -- and with less sheltered deployment
-- Fox has thrived in every situation in which he has been
placed by coach David Quinn.
There's also an undeniable buzz about him, and not only in
the East. All of these "behold, the next Brian Leetch!" stories
(ahem!) eventually add up. If Fox leads the NHL in scoring
among defensemen, the Norris is probably his.
The fact that Hedman still leads so many ballots is a
testament to how much respect he has garnered through the
years. It's why he's seeking his fifth Norris nomination in a
row. But the difficult truth is that he has been below average
for the past month, playing to under 50% in expected goals
rate at 5-on-5 in 12 of his past 20 games. His offense was
down, going scoreless in six of seven games recently.
You don't often read "what's wrong with Victor Hedman?"
stories this late in the season; but then it's not a typical
season in any way, is it?

I think the final Hart Trophy spot comes down to four skaters:
Pittsburgh Penguins captain Sidney Crosby, Boston Bruins
winger Brad Marchand, Colorado Avalanche center Nathan
MacKinnon and Vegas Golden Knights winger Mark Stone.

As we noted last month, that final spot for the Norris Trophy
is going to be entirely contingent on each individual division's
voting bloc. Is there enough localized support in the North
Division for someone like Darnell Nurse from the Edmonton
Oilers or Jeff Petry of the Montreal Canadiens? What about
in the West for Shea Theodore of the Vegas Golden Knights
or Jakob Chychrun of the Arizona Coyotes? Are there going
to be enough votes from their respective divisions for Dougie
Hamilton of the Carolina Hurricanes or Charlie McAvoy of the
Boston Bruins to break through?

Marchand (1.27 points per game) and Stone (1.17) are two
incredible all-around players having tremendous seasons
that might not be tremendous enough to separate them from
how good their teams are in totality. The Hart is rarely a
"best guy on a great team" award, unless you're putting up
league-leading numbers.

If not, then the voters are likely to go with a familiar name
having an outstanding season. Last month, I wondered
whether that player would be John Carlson of the
Washington Capitals. Entering Monday, he was third behind
Fox and Hedman in scoring among defensemen (42 points in
49 games) and was a Norris finalist last season.

That leaves us with the Cole Harbour boys. If the Penguins
finish first in the East Division, that's a boon for Crosby's
candidacy, as he has led them through (another) season of
injuries impacting the lineup. But MacKinnon is going to end
up with the better numbers, and he was a Hart candidate last
season. If he finishes with the highest point total for a player
not on the Oilers, we imagine he gets enough support to be a
finalist. Being fifth in goals scored above average (14.7)
doesn't hurt his case, either.

But he's a minus-6. Plus/minus should not be the arbiter of
anything when it comes to player assessment. Yet it would
be naïve to think that a defenseman whose perceived
defensive shortcomings may have cost him the award last
season wouldn't be impacted by that stat, superficial as it is.

Norris Trophy (top defenseman)

Last season's rookie of the year has played only 37 games
this season due to injury. Assuming he plays out the season,
he'll end up at 44 games. Is playing 79% of the season
enough? I think so. I also think that when you combine his
1.03 points per game with his highlight reel, it's enough to
get the attention of those who might not have paid a lot of it
to the West Division.

I never thought that both Oilers players would make the Hart
Trophy cut. But the numbers don't support Draisaitl as an
MVP finalist this season, either.

Leader: Adam Fox, New York Rangers
Finalists: Victor Hedman, Tampa Bay Lightning; Cale Makar,
Colorado Avalanche
Rangers second-year blueliner Adam Fox has overtaken
Victor Hedman in the Norris race.

Rather than Carlson, I think the "known commodity"
defenseman who makes the finalist cut will be Cale Makar of
the Avalanche.
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One caveat here: There are going to be some hipsters
putting Avalanche defensemen Devon Toews and Samuel
Girard on their ballots higher than Makar, which could impact
this projection.
Calder Trophy (top rookie)
Leader: Kirill Kaprizov, Minnesota Wild
Finalists: Jason Robertson, Dallas Stars; Igor Shesterkin,
New York Rangers

Vezina Trophy (top goaltender)
Note: The NHL's general managers vote for this award
Leader: Andrei Vasilevskiy, Tampa Bay Lightning
Finalists: Marc-Andre Fleury, Vegas Golden Knights; Connor
Hellebuyck, Winnipeg Jets

Kaprizov was recently asked about his Calder Trophy race
with Dallas rookie forward Robertson. He said the topic has
been unavoidable, because he keeps seeing things on
Instagram and getting messages about it.

Vasilevskiy-for-Vezina might be even more of a sure thing
than McDavid-for-Hart. He's 30-8-1 for the Lightning this
season, with a .929 save percentage, a 2.10 goals-against
average and 25.8 goals saved above average. Five of those
wins were by shutout. He has been consistently the best
goalie in the league this season, albeit behind a defending
Stanley Cup champion that defends well in front of him.

"For the reporters, it's probably quite a bit of clickbait to get
the ratings up. But for me personally, I really don't think
about it much," he told reporters.

He's also clearly a favorite of the general managers. This
would be Vasilevskiy's fourth straight Vezina nomination,
with one win.

Nor should he. Kaprizov still leads all rookies with 43 points
in 50 games, although Robertson is right there with him in
points and points per game, with 40 in 46 games. No one
else is close. More importantly, Kaprizov has 23 goals on the
season and will likely lead all rookies in that category. In the
history of the Calder-winning forwards, the vast majority have
led in either goals or points. There's no question that
Kaprizov has Robertson beaten as far as buzz, populating
the highlight reel with some absolutely spectacular moves
this season.

Fleury has never been a Vezina finalist, which is what gives
us pause about his candidacy this season. But at 23-10-0
with a .926 save percentage and a .667 quality starts ratio,
it's going to be hard to deny him that. The Golden Knights
are a tremendous team, but they're also 23rd in expected
goals against per 60 minutes of 5-on-5 play, so Fleury has
had his work cut out for him this season.

The biggest threat to Kaprizov winning the Calder isn't on the
stats page, but rather in his biography. He's 24 years old. He
spent six seasons playing in the KHL, Russia's pro hockey
league. Robertson is 21 years old. He played junior hockey
and then 60 games with the AHL's Texas Stars last season
before joining Dallas for three games down the stretch.
There's a vocal minority of hockey fans and pundits that
believe Kaprizov's previous pro experience should bolster
the Calder case for the less-experienced Robertson. It could
impact the vote, even though it shouldn't.
Kaprizov meets the age requirement for the Calder and this
is his first season in the NHL. The "pro experience" element
of the award is a relic of the NHL's World Hockey
Association rivalry. If applied to the Calder voting, it's
undeniably an anti-European proviso, given how many
players from overseas play in their local pro leagues first,
including previous Calder winners Alex Ovechkin, Evgeni
Malkin, Artemi Panarin, Evgeni Nabokov, Elias Pettersson,
Daniel Alfredsson and Peter Forsberg. Oh, and former Swiss
Hockey League star Auston Matthews, too.
As for the other finalist spot, there isn't another forward
worthy of it. Defensemen K'Andre Miller (Rangers), Ty Smith
(Devils) and Mikey Anderson (Kings) all have cases worth
studying for the award, but don't rise to the levels that Makar
and Quinn Highes set last season.
Instead, the final finalist will come from a deep group of
rookie goalies. While Vitek Vanecek of the Capitals, Kevin
Lankinen of the Blackhawks and Kaapo Kahkonen of the
Wild all have had strong seasons, the Rangers' Igor
Shesterkin (.920 save percentage) has really separated from
the pack for this award.

I have Hellebuyck as the third finalist here because the
general managers like goalies who work. As mentioned
earlier, he doesn't have the numbers that he had in winning
the Vezina last season, save for two categories: games
played and shots faced, in which he's liable to lead the NHL
again this season.
If it's not Fleury and/or Hellebuyck, then Colorado Avalanche
goalie Philipp Grubauer would be the logical choice. His
numbers are stellar in what has been by far his best season
as a pro. You just wonder how much general managers
outside of the West have seen him.
The New York Islanders' Semyon Varlamov and the
Edmonton Oilers' Mike Smith could get a look. The X factor
here is Juuse Saros, whose play elevated the Nashville
Predators back into playoff contention in the last month. He's
second to Vasilevskiy in goals saved above average this
season (23.3).
Selke Trophy (best defensive forward)
Leader: Aleksander Barkov, Florida Panthers
Finalists: Patrice Bergeron, Boston Bruins; Mark Stone,
Vegas Golden Knights
These three players were the only ones our PHWA voters
placed first on their ballots, with Barkov getting the majority
of them.
The Selke is an award that many still find nebulous. What
makes for a top defensive forward? Excelling at shorthanded play? Shot suppression? Puck possession? Faceoff
winning percentage? (Just joking on that last one, analytics
community ...)
That's why academic breakdowns of the top defensive
forwards are essential to the voting process. There are
usually a few every season, and one or two can cement a
player as the favorite for the award. I think that's the case
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with The Athletic's Shayna Goldman and her widely read
recent piece.
All three candidates made out well in her analysis, but
"Barkov is the clear favorite this season," according to
Goldman. She points to his two-way play and the important
minutes for which the Panthers deploy him, as well as the
traditional Selke metrics like expected goals against and
shorthanded play.
It's also "his turn" to win the award, if we're being honest.
The highest he has placed is fourth in the voting. With the
Panthers in the playoffs and Barkov rolling at over a pointper-game pace, this could easily be another Ryan O'Reillyadjacent "the Selke is an MVP award for forwards who
defend well."
Both of those descriptions would apply to Stone as well. He
was second for the Selke in 2018-19, and voters have been
keen in trying to make Stone the first winger to win the award
since Dallas' Jere Lehtinen in 2002-03. He's the leading
scorer on the Knights and having another outstanding
defensive season -- his 3.30 takeaways per 60 minutes rate
is the best in the league for any player with more than 40
games played.
Bergeron is both due and not due for a Selke. A finalist for
the award for an NHL-record nine straight seasons, he hasn't
won it since 2016-17, which was the fourth Selke win of his
career. But that career total is what makes his candidacy so
tantalizing: One more Selke win, and Bergeron breaks his tie
with Hockey Hall of Famer Bob Gainey for the most in NHL
history. This will be a carrot to some voters.
Other Selke possibilities include the Montreal Canadiens'
Phillip Danault and Minnesota Wild's Joel Eriksson Ek, who
both don't score enough to attract attention; Boston's Brad
Marchand, who is in Bergeron's shadow; O'Reilly, who is
always in the mix; and Marner, whose short-handed prowess
could earn him attention.

Lady Byng Trophy (gentlemanly play)
This is the part where I mention that the Lady Byng Trophy
for gentlemanly play should be voted on by the league's onice officials or by the National Hockey League Players'
Association.
Again, our plea to fellow voters: Don't just give to the best
player (Auston Matthews) with the fewest penalty minutes
(10) as tradition would dictate. Instead, give it to a defensive
defenseman (Jaccob Slavin) who does his job without taking
many penalties (two penalty minutes in 48 games).
Jack Adams Award (best coach)
Note: The NHL Broadcasters' Association votes on this
award.
Leader: Joel Quenneville, Florida Panthers
Finalists: Rod Brind'Amour, Carolina Hurricanes; Sheldon
Keefe, Toronto Maple Leafs
Quenneville coached the Panthers to a playoff spot for just
the second time in 20 years for the franchise. It's difficult to
imagine he won't be a finalist, and he has to be the odds-on
favorite to win the award for only the second time in his
career. (He won three Stanley Cups with the Chicago
Blackhawks, but never the Jack Adams, which is wild.)
The Hurricanes are leading their division and it's high time
Brind'Amour gets credit for it. The timing couldn't be any
better, with his contract up after this season.
There are a lot of interesting candidates for this award, from
Pittsburgh's Mike Sullivan to Winnipeg's Paul Maurice to
Minnesota's Dean Evason. But Sheldon Keefe has the Maple
Leafs playing their best hockey on both ends of the ice in
recent memory en route to winning that division with relative
ease.
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NHL Power Rankings: Watch out for the Bruins
By Adam Gretz
In this week’s NHL Power Rankings the Vegas Golden
Knights remain in the top spot, followed closely by Carolina,
Colorado, and Tampa Bay.
All four of those teams should be considered legitimate
Stanley Cup contenders, but there is another contender that
is kind of lurking underneath the radar that should not be
taken lightly.
That team is the Bruins.
They have been one of the league’s best teams since the
trade deadline, putting together a 9-2-0 record since
acquiring Taylor Hall, Curtis Lazar, and Mike Reilly. Those
additions have helped solve some of the Bruins’ biggest
concerns. Specifically, the addition of Hall and what it has
done to their second line alongside David Krejci and Craig
Smith. Since that line has been put together it has instantly
become one of the league’s best trios, controlling the pace of
games and outscoring teams by an 11-1 margin during 5-on5 play. It has given Boston a much-needed second scoring
line to complement the Patrice Bergeron, Brad Marchand,
David Pastrnak line, and given the team some real balance.
Add in a Norris level defender in Charlie McAvoy and
outstanding goaltending depth, and you have a team that is
going to be a nightmare for anybody in a best-of-seven
series.
They currently sit in the seventh spot in this week’s NHL
Power Rankings, but are definitely on the rise.
Where does your team sit this week?
To this week’s NHL Power Rankings!
1. Vegas Golden Knights. Marc-Andre Fleury is going to take
over sole possession of third place on the all-time wins list.
Patrick Roy in second spot is within sight.
2. Carolina Hurricanes. The play of Alex Nedeljkovic in goal
has been a significant development this season.
3. Colorado Avalanche. The biggest question for them right
now is getting a healthy lineup for the playoffs.
4. Tampa Bay Lightning. Giving Andrei Vasilevskiy some
games off here at the end is smart. He has played a ton of
hockey over the past year and they will need him in the
playoffs.
5. Pittsburgh Penguins. Jeff Carter has proven to be an
incredible fit so far.

6. Florida Panthers. Is it an overreaction to suggest that
Sergei Bobrovsky might be the third best goalie on the roster
going into the playoffs? Chris Driedger has been better for
two years and Spencer Knight looks really good so far.
7. Boston Bruins. The rest of the East Division can not be
happy that they were able to find a second scoring line.
8. Toronto Maple Leafs. They have three games against
Montreal this week in what should be a fascinating first round
preview.
9. Washington Capitals. The big question here is which
goalie do they open the playoffs with. Would you have
imagined at the start of the season that Vitek Vanecek could
have been the answer to that question?
10. Minnesota Wild. They keep winning, so I feel like I am
underrating them, but I also do not know how they stack up
with the elite teams in the league. They are really good. But
are they Stanley Cup good?
11. Edmonton Oilers. Connor McDavid needs 13 points in six
games to reach the 100-point mark in a 56-game season. He
can do it.
12. New York Islanders. You never want to bet against a
Barry Trotz team with great goaltending in the playoffs, but
their struggles against the top-three teams in the division
(only nine wins in 23 games against Pittsburgh, Washington,
and Boston) should be some concern.
13. Nashville Predators. They are in the driver’s seat for the
fourth playoff spot in the Central Division and they have
Juuse Saros to thank for it.
14. St. Louis Blues. With nine out of a possible 10 points
over their past five games they have finally taken control of
the race for the fourth playoff spot in the West Division.
15. New York Rangers. A good young team with great talent
that is stuck in the wrong division this season.
16. Dallas Stars. They are just 5-13 in games this season
that go beyond regulation. Imagine how much different their
season looks with just a little bit more luck in overtime and
the shootout. If even just two of those games go a different
way they would still be in control for a playoff spot.
17. Montreal Canadiens. Tyler Toffoli has been one of the
best offseason pickups of the year. He might score 30 goals
in a shortened season.
18. Winnipeg Jets. They have won just five of their past 14
games and enter the week on a six-game losing streak.
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19. Calgary Flames. Curious to see what changes get made
in Calgary after this season. Disappointing offense, big
money in a goalie that has not entirely solved the problem.

25. Vancouver Canucks. Do not read too much into how they
finish the season with this schedule. Do read into how top
heavy the team is and how tight the salary cap situation is.

20. Chicago Blackhawks. They have some interesting pieces
at the top of the lineup, including some intriguing young
players, but there are still a lot of holes here long-term.

26. Los Angeles Kings. Quinton Byfield is going to be the
player to watch the rest of the way. Nice glimpse of the
Kings’ future.

21. Ottawa Senators. Their start was awful, winning just two
of their first 15 games. Since then they have been a very
respectable 17-15-4 in the 36 games that followed. There is
young talent here. They have not quit on this season. You
can see something building here.

27. San Jose Sharks. This team seems to be a long way
from contending again.

22. Arizona Coyotes. They are only three points behind St.
Louis, but the Coyotes only have three games remaining on
their schedule. The Blues have six. Even if Arizona wins all
three it would need St. Louis to go 1-5 the rest of the way.
Probably not going to happen.
23. New Jersey Devils. They have some impressive young
talent here and are swimming in salary cap space this
offseason. Could be a team to watch here very shortly.

28. Detroit Red Wings. Jakub Vrana has brought some
excitement to the roster, but the rest of the roster still has
some real weaknesses. They have four goals in their past
five games.
29. Anaheim Ducks. Sending Ryan Miller out with a win in
his final home start is a nice highlight for the season.
30. Buffalo Sabres. They are better since the coaching
change, but still not very good.
31. Columbus Blue Jackets. Just two regulation wins in their
most recent 27 games.

24. Philadelphia Flyers. With a big addition on defense and a
reset Carter Hart they could be really good next season.

NHL Power Rankings: The Carolina Reapers
The Hurricanes ascend to the top as the Presidents' Trophy
race gets serious. Meanwhile, other teams just want a ticket
to the post-season. Find out how we ranked them.
By Ryan Kennedy
We've still got playoff races as the season enters its final two
weeks, but the "tragic numbers" for those on the outside
looking in are dwindling rapidly. That al-division schedule? It
is looming large for a number of squads, as are games in
hand. But you still have to take things one game at a time
and remember that's a pretty good team over there, lest you
give away precious points at the worst possible moment. The
cream has officially risen to the top; now we're just waiting to
see who emerges from the murky middle. Let's get to the
power rankings.
1. Carolina Hurricanes: It's incredibly close, but the
Hurricanes are currently in the driver's seat for the
Presidents' Trophy. Carolina has never won it, not even
when they were the Hartford Whalers. Can you believe the
Whalers never won it? Well, yes, I suppose you could.
2. Vegas Golden Knights: The Vegas buzzsaw continues to
spin with terrifying velocity. Thanks to Marc-Andre Fleury and
fantastic team defense, the Golden Knights have given up
the fewest goals per game in the NHL.
3. Colorado Avalanche: Mikko Rantanen has 10 points in his
past five games and could easily hit the 30-goal mark in this
shortened campaign. The Avs continue to roll, but can't take
their foot off the gas with Minnesota breathing down their
necks.

4. Tampa Bay Lightning: After a bit of a swoon, the Bolts are
back with seven wins in their past 10 games. Brayden Point
continues to lead the charge offensively but of course we're
all expecting that Nikita Kucherov bump come playoff time.
5. Minnesota Wild: Everyone's new favorite team has a legit
shot at home ice in the first round thanks to an 8-1-1 stretch
in the past 10 games. Kevin Fiala is scoring some bonkers
goals and Cam Talbot's .920 save percentage is his best
since the netminder's days in New York.
6. Florida Panthers: Spencer Knight was everything we
thought he would be – maybe even more? The rookie is
undefeated in net and has given up just four goals in three
outings. And don't forget: he'll be Calder-eligible next year.
7. Pittsburgh Penguins: Three Penguins have already hit the
20-goal mark: Sidney Crosby, Jake Guentzel and Bryan
Rust. Considering only 27 players in the NHL have done that
so far, that's pretty good. Pittsburgh hasn't locked up first in
the Division – but they're almost there.
8. Toronto Maple Leafs: The most dangerous aspect of this
Leafs team is the depth and how guys plug holes almost
instantly. Adam Brooks, Rasmus Sandin and Nick Foligno
are the flag-bearers for that right now.
9. Washington Capitals: Any success Washington has in the
playoffs must start with a solid performance in net and the
Caps don't have a ton of experience back there. On the
bright side, Ilya Samsonov has won four of his past five
decisions.
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10. Edmonton Oilers: Connor McDavid should definitely go
for 100 points this season. Heck, Edmonton's next four
games are against Vancouver – he might be able to do it this
week.

21. Philadelphia Flyers: Auditioning the likes of Wade Allison,
Tanner Laczynski and Jackson Cates is pretty much the only
thing Philly can do at this point, but that's kinda fun. Not
'playoffs fun,' but still.

11. Boston Bruins: Imagine winning the East and facing
Boston in the first round. David Krejci hot, Taylor Hall fitting
in perfectly, Tuukka Rask getting back on track at the right
time. Just doesn't seem fair, does it?

22. San Jose Sharks: All things considered in San Jose,
Evander Kane is having himself a pretty good season.
Twenty goals, 43 points including four shorthanded points in
51 games and he's been on the ice for as many 5-on-5 goals
for and against.

12. Nashville Predators: In all likelihood, Nashville holds on
to the final playoff spot in the Central, but how do you even
begin to explain this Predators season? Juuse Saros has
mostly been a wizard, that's all I've got.
13. St. Louis Blues: As elite as Vegas and Colorado are, I
don't think I'd be too jazzed about playing a veteran Blues
squad that had to scrap its way into a playoff spot in the first
round. 'Welcome to the post-season, you have to beat Ryan
O'Reilly's team four times.'

23. Ottawa Senators: Not finishing last in the division would
be a solid achievement for the Sens and they might pull it off.
Thomas Chabot leads the entire NHL in average ice time,
playing 26:46 per contest.
24. Chicago Blackhawks: Even though the Hawks are likely
going to fall short of the playoffs, it's worth noting they came
close in a season with no Jonathan Toews and less than half
a season from Kirby Dach. It was a good run.

14. New York Islanders: The Islanders are scuffling a bit, but
they still have the second-best goal differential in the division
and they're still coached by Barry Trotz. So underestimate
their chances of a solid playoff run at your own peril.

25. Los Angeles Kings: In the end, we got awesome Retro
Reverse jerseys, debuts from Quinton Byfield, Arthur Kaliyev
and Rasmus Kupari, plus some turn-back-the-clock numbers
from the vets. Not bad.

15. Winnipeg Jets: The Jets have lost six in a row and their
only possible playoff opponents are Toronto and Edmonton,
two teams that have stomped all over them. Connor
Hellebuyck's powers are only so great, Winnipeg.

26. Vancouver Canucks: This season simply cannot end fast
enough for the Canucks.

16. Dallas Stars: If the Stars pass Nashville for the final
playoff spot in the Central, it will be a massive feel-good
story. Bigger than Tyler Seguin starting a doggie chew-toy
company? The jury is still out on that one.
17. Montreal Canadiens: Montreal's ace in the hole right now
is that the Habs are not Winnipeg. They are still the Habs,
however, and that is going to be a big barrier to success
once the playoffs begin.
18. Arizona Coyotes: It was a good run, Desert Doggies.
Now it's time to re-sign Connor Garland to a long-term
extension and take Arizona State commit Josh Doan, son of
Shane, in the 2021 draft (he's good, it's worth it!)
19. New York Rangers: Ultimately, the Rangers are going to
come up short (though mathematically they're still alive), but
this was a successful rebuild season. The kids started to find
their way and Adam Fox blasted into the stratosphere.
20. Calgary Flames: Are they dead? Not yet. Are they close
to dead? Yes. Has Sam Bennett turned into Pavel Bure since
joining the Florida Panthers? Let's just move on to another
topic.

27. Detroit Red Wings: The rise of Jakub Vrana feels like an
old-school Red Wings storyline. Based on how much those
Detroit teams used to win, I'd say that's a pretty positive sign
for the future.
28. New Jersey Devils: Nolan Foote has two points in three
games while averaging just nine minutes of ice time per
game. If I was better (or worse) at math, I bet I could make a
pretty good thesis based on those numbers.
29. Anaheim Ducks: The Ducks did right by Ryan Miller in his
retirement announcement, so this year will go out on a nice
note, despite the lack of wins in the standings. The rebuild is
here and it is exciting.
30. Buffalo Sabres: Interim coach Don Granato has
seemingly let light back into Rasmus Dahlin's life. If that's the
only positive to come out of this season in Buffalo, it's still a
good one.
31. Columbus Blue Jackets: The Jackets have four games
left on the schedule: two against Nashville, two against
Detroit. They seem to have lost the will to win - but do they
have one more for potentially-departing coach John
Tortorella?
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Hurricanes/Blackhawks recap: Aho hat trick brings Canes closer to division title
Sebastian Aho is good at hockey, and he reiterated that with
a standout performance that ended with hats on the ice and
the Canes in full control.
By Brian LeBlanc
It wasn’t too long ago that a matchup between the Carolina
Hurricanes and Chicago Blackhawks featured a team
perennially contending for Stanley Cups facing a team that
largely couldn’t get out of its own way. That was again the
case on Monday night at PNC Arena.
It’s just that the identities of the teams have changed
wholesale in the past couple of years.
The Hurricanes scored goals on pinball deflections, from
below the goal line and just about any other way Sebastian
Aho wanted in taking a relatively easy 5-2 win over the
Blackhawks that takes them two points closer to the Central
Division crown.
It became obvious early that the ice was tilted toward the
Chicago net. Every time the Hurricanes possessed the puck
in the offensive zone, they moved it around like they were on
a power play. Twice in the first few minutes, they hit the post,
but they still opened the scoring before the first media
timeout when Dougie Hamilton ricocheted a centering pass
off the skate of Malcolm Subban and into the net.
The Canes’ lead doubled seven minutes later thanks to
Martin Necas’ pinball wizardry, a shot from the blue line that
went through a perfect Nino Niederreiter screen, off the post,
off Subban’s leg and into the net. Meanwhile, while Alex
Nedeljkovic wasn’t called upon to do much, he was bailed
out in a big way when he flubbed a clearing attempt and
nearly handed the Blackhawks an open net only for the
Canes defense to jump on the loose puck.
From the start it was obvious that this was a game between
two teams on different tiers. The Blackhawks were content to
look for counterattacking chances, while the Hurricanes just
kept coming in wave after wave.

Aho then took over the proceedings in the second period,
stretching his point streak to eight games. He finally earned
the goal that he was denied by the post early in the first
period off a picture-perfect 2-on-1 pass from Andrei
Svechnikov to increase the Hurricanes’ lead to 3-0 five
minutes in, a chance gifted by an ill-advised Connor Murphy
sprawling dive in an attempt to slow Svechnikov down. Aho’s
second, five minutes later, came on a power play when the
Blackhawks had better things to do than cover the
opposition’s leading scorer while killing a penalty.
The Blackhawks had seen enough of Subban after Aho’s
second goal, although he could hardly be blamed for his
teammates’ lackadaisical approach to playing defense. Collin
Delia came in and shortly thereafter the Hawks thought they
had pulled back a goal shortly when Philipp Kurashev
scored. Pius Suter, though, had parked himself in the crease
and kicked Nedeljkovic’s legs out of the way, and even in the
crapshoot that is video review of goalie interference, it was
obvious enough that referees Garrett Rank and Gord Dwyer
ruled it no goal within about 15 seconds of looking at the
iPad.
The Blackhawks did finally get on the board with 1:25 to go
in the second period on an Ian Mitchell one-timer, and the
game became closer than it probably should have been
when the Hurricanes started letting off the gas midway into
the third. It continued in that direction when Alex DeBrincat
motored around Jake Bean and turned the jets on to surprise
Nedeljkovic with a wrister to make it 4-2 at 14:38.
But Aho finished off his hat trick, outracing Patrick Kane to
the puck and tapping it into the empty net with 1:15
remaining. It was the first hat trick at PNC Arena since the
pandemic shut everything down last March, and while it was
poignant to see the hats again rain down on the ice, it was
just as important to see the Hurricanes get two points closer
to their first division title since 2006.
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They said it: Aho, Trocheck, Necas, Brind’Amour on win over Chicago
Rod Brind’Amour, Sebastian Aho, Martin Necas and Vincent
Trocheck spoke to the media following a 5-1 win over
Chicago.
By Brian LeBlanc and Andrew Schnittker
The Hurricanes kept rolling at home Monday night, extending
their point streak to 11 games with a 5-2 win over the
Chicago Blackhawks thanks to a hat trick from Sebastian
Aho, two assists from Martin Necas and goal from Vincent
Trocheck.
Aho, Brind’Amour, Trocheck and Necas spoke to the media
after the win, here’s a full breakdown of everything they had
to say.
Rod Brind’Amour
On coaching Sebastian Aho: He’s very competitive. I love
that about him. And I think his overall game has gotten
better. Just watching him grow as a player has been, really,
a pleasure.
On Aho’s consistency: [In reaction to a stat that Aho has only
had two stretches this season where he’s gone two games or
more without a point] That’s a great stat there. That’s what
we’re about. We need that consistency. We talk about it all
the time, and the competitive consistency is the game right
now. If you can have that right now, in any player, you’re
going to be successful. He’s definitely doing that.
On the SAT line generating instant chemistry: You put three
talented, hard-working players together, they should be
good. These guys are elite, all three of them, so you put that
together and it should be a good line. And they add a little
different element, each one of them, to how they play.
Obviously that helps too. It should be a good line for us, and
it obviously has been.
On the top six forwards: [Teuvo Teravainen] is a huge part of
it. Huge skill there, talent on the power play, penalty kill, he
does everything. You take that out of your lineup, you’re not
going to replace it. So obviously having him in there allows
us a lot of flexibility. Those two lines, spread it around, it
gives us a lot of options.
On Necas’s self-criticism: Yeah, 100%. I think he had a good
word for it. You have to be able to self-evaluate your game.
You don’t need me always telling you, or the coaches telling
you how to play. You should know. You come off, the game’s
over, you look in the mirror and you know. That’s good on
him, he’ll bounce back, and we need him obviously going
down the stretch and in the playoffs.
On Nedeljkovic potentially being a number-one: I don’t know
if I’d say that. I think we have three guys, like I’ve said all
year. He’s definitely proven to be in the mix. I have all the
faith in the world in him. Do we say he’s our number one?
I’ve got all three guys in that position. Obviously only one’s
going to get to play here at some point, but he’s definitely in
the mix.
On not letting up despite clinching a playoff spot: Totally.
That’s the whole name of the game right now. Human nature
would be easy to let off the gas. We push so hard, got to get

in the playoffs, then you’re in and we have to keep getting
better. You get to the playoffs, you can’t have bad habits,
you can’t have things creep into your game. I give those
guys a lot of credit. These last three games, it hasn’t been
picture perfect, but we certainly haven’t come off the gas at
all. That’s on those guys, doing a great job.
On playing the way it should look: It certainly had lots of
parts that looked good, like you mentioned. We had our
moments where it wasn’t right, and the funny thing was it
ended up in our net. It’s a good lesson: we have to do it right
all the time, because you just never know. Especially a team
like Chicago, with the talent they have, they can make you
pay. But yeah, it’s all about sharpening up. We have got to
stay razor sharp and find a way to keep getting better. That’s
what it is.
Vincent Trocheck
On the play in the first period: Yeah, we were definitely
clicking early. I think it was just a matter of coming out ready
and making sure those first ten minutes were ours, and
getting a lead early.
On Alex Nedeljkovic as a person: He’s sort of quiet at first,
but he’s kind of got that dry sense of humor. Just a good kid.
On getting closer to the team’s goal and back to normal: It’s
so much more exciting whenever you have a good amount of
fans. Obviously, the hats thrown on the ice, stuff like that,
just the cheers. It just brings a little bit more excitement to
the team.
Sebastian Aho
On having his line with Teuvo Teravainen and Andrei
Svechnikov back together: It feels good. It’s a great line to
play with. Just two very high-end players on my wings, and
they make my job a lot easier.
On his first goal and getting his stick knocked out of his
hands before it: I actually was late on the play on the back
side because I lost my stick for a second. As soon as I
looked up, I saw Svech coming 100 miles per hour towards
me, and I just adjusted my route and went with him.
Obviously it was an awesome play by him. He puts his
shoulder down, beats his guy one on one and makes an
awesome pass to me back door. So it’s just a great play by
him.
On if the team wishes it could jump right into the playoffs: I
think while we’ve had success this year, we’ve been able to
stay in the moment and that’s been the whole message here
lately, just take it one day at a time and one game at a time.
We have to do it right every day and try to build our
confidence for the playoffs.
On if he’s playing his best hockey right now: I don’t know. It’s
funny. You always have that feeling that you can be better.
There’s so many situations on the ice. You think ‘Could do
that better or this better.’ That’s the kind of mindset I have
that I try to make every shift matter. Just to make the right
plays on the ice. Obviously my linemates helped me a lot
today and in past games.
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On if the mindset of always thinking he can be better comes
from Rod Brind’Amour: Yeah, you could say that. That’s true.

screened the goalie good, and we had a few more chances,
so let’s try to keep it going.

On his line with Teravainen and Svechnikov: I’ve played with
Turbo pretty much my whole NHL career. It’s always been
pretty easy to play with him. Obviously Andrei’s a great
player, great skater, makes plays. So they’re just that good
of players. It’s fun to play with them. I just try to give them the
puck and get open. So I think we have pretty good chemistry,
but like I said, I think we all think we can be even better and
we try and build it for the playoffs.

On getting the whole top six going: It’s always important. It’s
only going to be my second playoffs, but I feel like in the
playoffs you need to get all four lines going. I think we do.
We have our last four games, and we want to go win every
game. It’s been pretty good so far, but right now is the time
of year where we’ve got to be dialed in and get ready for the
playoffs.

On getting a hat trick: It’s pretty nice, but we’re here for the
bigger goal.
Martin Necas
On the first period: I think we just tried to go into this game
and play our game, be strong on pucks, play in the offensive
zone. If there’s a play, make it, but try to take it to the net as
well. So that was a good start.
On snapping his 11-game goal drought: I mean I sucked for
the last couple games, I’ve got to say that. So it’s good to get
myself going again. I felt way better today. I tried to get
involved, make some plays. On the goal, [Nino Niederreiter]

Martin Necas on Sebastian Aho: He’s a complete player. He
can skate. He can make plays. He’s got a good shot. So
especially this year, I feel like he plays so much better in the
defensive zone. He’s there in all situations, and what can I
say? You guys see it on the ice. He’s a great player and he’s
really important for us.
On the grind of the condensed schedule: This season is
intense. You don’t have time to rest. If you get a day off,
you’ve got to enjoy it. You’ve got to just try to not think about
hockey all the time. Physically, it’s pretty hard, but mentally
it’s even harder I would say. You have months when you’re
producing, then you have some weeks when you’re not
producing. That’s the point where you’ve got to stay mentally
fresh, don’t think about it and go play good every game.

About last night: Big first period, top-six scoring pushes Canes closer to clinching division
The Hurricanes’ top lines are clicking at exactly the right time
of the season.
By Andrew Schnittker
The Hurricanes are winding down the regular season exactly
where they want to be — on a roll. With a 5-2 win over the
Chicago Blackhawks Monday night, the Canes extended
their point streak to 11 games (8-0-3).
The Canes got the win thanks to an excellent first period that
set the tone and great game from their top-six forwards, and
also saw Alex Nedeljkovic hit a key milestone for his
upcoming contract negotiations.

seeing-eye shot from the point through a Niederreiter screen,
snapping a personal five-game point drought and 11-game
goal drought.
“Yeah, we were definitely clicking early,” Trocheck said. “I
think it was just a matter of coming out ready and making
sure those first ten minutes were ours, and getting a lead
early.”
Overall, the Canes dominated the period, taking a 2-0 lead to
the locker room, outshooting Chicago 8-4 and, per Natural
Stat Trick, racking up a 66.67% Corsi-for, 9-3 edge in scoring
chances and 5-2 edge in high-danger chances.

Let’s talk about last night.

It was exactly the kind of opening-period performance
Carolina will need to set the tone in these crucial games.

An excellent start

SAT stays hot

The Canes were on their A-game right out of the gate in this
one, controlling play and generating chance after chance
early. Ironically, despite a few early grade-As, including a
point-blank shot off the post from Sebastian Aho, it was
probably the most harmless chance that got the scoring
started about 6.5 minutes in: a centering pass from below the
goal line by Dougie Hamilton that banked off Malcolm
Subban and in.

In a vacuum, the return of Teuvo Teravainen gives the
Hurricanes an elite two-way forward and playmaker back in
the lineup. But it creates a huge ripple effect as well.

The goal was Hamilton’s 10th of the season, and he became
the eighth Hurricane to reach double-digit goals on the
season. Since starting the year with just one goal in 25
games, Hamilton now has nine in his last 27 games.
The line of Vincent Trocheck, Martin Necas and Nino
Niederreiter was likely the Canes’ best in the opening frame,
with Trocheck picking up two assists. With about six minutes
left in the period, Necas doubled the Canes’ lead with a

His return allowed the Canes to reunite their dominate top
line of Teravainen, Aho and Svechnikov. And they’ve picked
up where they left off (last season, really). With Aho’s hat
trick Monday night, one of which came on a dazzling assist
from Svechnikov, the trio has combined for six goals and 18
points since “Turbo’s” return. Aho is on a nine-game point
streak.
That trio getting back to its top form, combined with
Trocheck, Necas and Niederreiter picking it up, gives the
Canes two legitimate top-six scoring lines — which should be
a very scary idea for upcoming playoff opponents.
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“[Teravainen] is a huge part of it,” said Rod Brind’Amour.
“Huge skill there, talent on the power play, penalty kill, he
does everything. You take that out of your lineup, you’re not
going to replace it. So obviously having him in there allows
us a lot of flexibility. Those two lines, spread it around, it
gives us a lot of options.”
Alex Nedeljkovic is an RFA
Normally, reaching the 30-minute mark of an NHL game is
not overly consequential. But for the Hurricanes and Alex
Nedeljkovic Monday night, it meant he’d reached his 29th
NHL game of at least 30 minutes played, officially making
him a restricted free agent when the season ends.
Nedeljkovic has had an absolutely phenomenal season and
shown his ability to win games for the Canes time and again,
and, in 22 starts on the season, is 15-4-3 with three shutouts,
a .932 save percentage and 1.89 goals-against average, the
later two of which lead the NHL among goalies with at least

10 starts. But the sample size is still relatively small. It’s
going to be fascinating to see how the team approaches
contract talks with “Ned” this summer, as he’s one of all three
of their goalies whose contracts will be up at the end of the
year.
Do they go long term, or with more of a bridge deal given the
sample? Now that he’s reached the RFA threshold, the team
will have a little more control/leverage in negotiations.
Closer to the clinch
The victory also moves the Canes another step closer to
locking up the Central Division, despite Florida’s win
Monday. The Canes stay two points ahead of the Panthers
with two games in hand, and their magic number to finish
ahead of the Cats is six. They’re four points ahead of Tampa
Bay with four games left for each team, and their magic
number to finish ahead of the Bolts, and win the division, is
five.
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In stretch against also-rans, Hurricanes haven’t just maintained their
edge. They’ve honed it.

BY LUKE DECOCK

RALEIGH-It has now been three weeks since the Carolina Hurricanes
last lost in regulation, and while they have benefited from a mild drop in

the quality of competition, they have responded to that with an increase
in quality of their own.
As the end of the regular season fast approaches, the Hurricanes
continue to get better.
Getting players like Teuvo Teravainen and Brady Skjei back certainly
helps, but there’s more than personnel to the kind of overflowing
confidence the Hurricanes displayed in Monday’s 5-2 win over the
Chicago Blackhawks. They passed repeatedly into open space knowing
a teammate would quickly fill it, deftly doubled back to defuse threats at
the other end and over and over again made the kind of subtle plays that
belie the tremendous trust inherent in them.
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“It’s all about sharpening up,” Hurricanes coach Rod Brind’Amour said.
“We’ve got to find a way to stay razor sharp and keep getting better.”
When it’s going your way, it’s all going your way. Sebastian Aho was
hooked and dropped his stick at one end, with no call, then was the
recipient of an Andrei Svechnikov pass to finish a two-on-one on the very
next rush, his first of three. Dougie Hamilton took a shot from deep in the
corner behind the Chicago net, and banked it off the goalie and in. Real
puck-don’t-lie stuff.
Of course, it also helps that this is the kind of Blackhawks team that
would look familiar to Alpo Suhonen, Trent Yawney, Brian Sutter and
Lorne Molleken, all of whom oversaw dismal Blackhawks teams in the
post-Chelios/Roenick-pre-Kane/Toews intermission, a period when the
Blackhawks made the playoffs once in 10 years and weren’t even a
gleam in NBC’s eye yet.
There’s still something to be said for putting a team playing out the string
out of its misery quickly rather than giving it a reason to hang around and
make a nuisance of itself, and the Hurricanes made quick work of that
Monday. It was 2-0 at the end of the first — easily could have been 4-0
— and was 4-0 midway through the second. Game over at that point,
although the Blackhawks tacked on a pair late as the Hurricanes coasted
in third gear before Aho clinched the hat trick with an empty-netter.
“We just tried to go into this game and play our game,” said Martin
Necas, who scored his first goal since April 10. “Be strong on the puck,
play in the offensive zone, if there was a play just make it, or try to skate
it in there as well. It was a good start. ... We want to win every game. It’s
been pretty good so far. Right now it’s the time of year when you have to
be dialed in and be ready for the playoffs.”
The first two goals both had a tinge of luck to them and more than a tinge
of misfortune on the part of Chicago goalie Malcolm Subban, but the
Hurricanes more than earned them. Hamilton banked the first off
Subban’s skate from deep below the goal line and Necas’ long shot hit
the post and then Subban twice for the Hurricanes’ second.
Aho tacked on a pair in the first half of the second period to chase
Subban, but goaltending wasn’t the Blackhawks’ issue. On this night,
they were utterly unequipped to keep up with a far better hockey team
playing with verve and style.

Aho hat trick spurs Carolina Hurricanes to 5-2 victory over Chicago
Blackhawks

BY CHIP ALEXANDER

It has been a while since hats came flying on the ice at PNC Arena.
But Sebastian Aho of the Carolina Hurricanes had ‘em flying Monday.
Scoring the fourth hat trick of his career, the ever competitive center
spurred the Canes to a 5-2 victory over the Chicago Blackhawks.
Aho scored off the rush. He scored on the power play, with a crafty
redirection. He then finished off the hat trick with an empty-net goal in the
final two minutes of regulation, scoring with the Blackhawks’ Patrick Kane
on his hip and pushing him all the way.
It wasn’t like the days before the pandemic, when the arena was full and
hats filled the playing surface. But it was a proper tribute to a player who
always has his game face set, his focus sharp and his eyes on only one
prize: winning.
Asked after the game about the hat trick, Aho replied, “It’s pretty nice, but
we’re here for a bigger goal.”
The Hurricanes (35-10-7) have established themselves as Stanley Cup
contenders. They lead the Central Division and the NHL with 77 points.
They have points in their last 11 games and are intent on staying sharp in
the final days of the regular season.
“The human nature part of it, it would be easy to let off the gas,” Canes
coach Rod Brind’Amour said. “We have to keep getting better because
you get to the playoffs you just can’t have bad habits creep into your
game.
“It’s all about sharpening up. We have to stay razor sharp here and find a
way to keep getting better.”
Defenseman Dougie Hamilton had a goal and assist, Martin Necas
scored his first goal in 12 games and Vincent Trocheck had two assists
as the Canes led 2-0 after the first period and 4-1 after the second.

The Hurricanes certainly still have everything to play for at this point,
despite having a playoff spot safely secured. It’s not just positioning,
even though first place in this division means potentially only having to
play one of Tampa Bay and Florida instead of both, no small
consideration given the quality of those teams.

Canes goalie Alex Nedeljkovic picked up his 15th win of the season,
facing 17 shots as the Canes were quick on getting sticks on pucks and
even quicker in exiting their zone. Nedeljkovic, 7-0-1 in his last eight
starts, had his biggest stop of the game with 1:34 left in regulation,
gloving a shot by Kane with the Canes leading 4-2.

It’s less concrete than that. A game like this, a performance like this,
even against an outmanned opponent that’s ready for the end of a
chronologically short but emotionally long season, requires the same
rigid focus and lack of mercy required to complete a sweep or take care
of business at home in the first two games of a first-round series.

Aho, who has an eight-game point streak, scored his first goal off a
perfectly executed two-on-one rush with Andrei Svechnikov in the
second. His second goal made it 4-0 and chased goalie Malcolm Subban
of the Blackhawks (22-24-6), now officially out of playoff contention.

“That’s the whole name of the game right now,” Brind’Amour said. “It’s
human nature. It would be easy to let off the gas. You push so hard to
get into the playoffs and you get in, but we have to keep getting better.
When we get to playoffs, we can’t have bad habits and things creep into
our game. I give the guys a lot of credit. The last three games haven’t
been picture perfect, but we haven’t come off the gas at all.”
The Hurricanes have been building something, all season long, but over
the past four weeks or so in particular as they round into health and start
to get players back from injury. They’re in a run of seven straight games
against teams that aren’t going to make the playoffs — whether that’s
Dallas at the start of it or Nashville at the end of it — and they haven’t
just maintained their edge, but honed it.
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Aho’s third goal, his 24th of the season, came at 18:44 of the third off a
Jesper Fast pass. No easy shot to an empty net, either. He had Kane
hounding him but finished up the natural hat trick.
“He’s a complete player,” Necas said “He can skate, he can make plays,
he’s got a good shot. Especially this year I feel like he’s played so much
better in the defensive zone. What can I say? He’s a great player.”
Defenseman Ian Mitchell scored for Chicago late in the second period
and speedy forward Alex DeBrincat picked up his 26th in the third.
The Blackhawks had another score in the second overturned on a
successful coach’s challenge by Brind’Amour for goaltender interference.
The Canes and Blackhawks go at it again Tuesday at PNC Arena, then
again Thursday to close out their divisional series.
“I think why we’ve had success this year is we’ve been able to stay in the
moment,” Aho said. “That’s been the whole message here lately: take
one day at a time, one game at a time, and that we have to do it right
every game, every day.”
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NEWS AND NOTES
▪ Goalie Petr Mrazek served as the backup goalie to Alex Nedeljkovic
after being out six games with a lower-body injury.

Delia looked sharp after being idle for 3½ months. He started 6-for-6 with
three straight saves, and in the third period he shut down a 2-on-1 shorthanded breakaway by Sebastian Aho and Martin Nečas. Delia had 19
stops for the game.

▪ Forwards Brock McGinn (upper-body) and Jordan Martinook (lowerbody) continue to be sidelined. McGinn has been out the last 14 games
and Martinook five.

“He was good,” coach Jeremy Colliton said of Delia. “Obviously our plan
was to get him in soon here. Wasn’t planning on it being tonight, but he
did an excellent job for us.”

▪ The Canes (35-10-7) and Blackhawks (22-24-6) play three times in four
days to finish out their Central season series. Carolina, now with 77
points, went into the first game with a two-point lead over Tampa Bay
and Florida in the division, with one game-in-hand on the Lightning and
two on the Panthers. The Canes also led the NHL in points. That all held
true, save for the game in hand.

The Hawks were no match for the Hurricanes’ strong forecheck, a
problem that has followed the Hawks for much of the season, particularly
against bigger teams. The Hurricanes kept the Hawks on their heels and
in their own zone for long stretches of the first and second periods.

“There’s a lot on the line,” center Vincent Trocheck said. “We’re trying to
win every game going down the stretch. Nobody wants to create bad
habits going into the playoffs.”
▪ Because Nedeljkovic played more than 30 minutes in Monday’s game,
it marked his 27th game with 30 or more minutes — he played 29:57 in
his first NHL game. The 27th game qualifies him as a restricted free
agent after the season. Nedeljkovic could have qualified as a Group 6
unrestricted agree agent. He is 25, has played three years of
professional hockey and has an expiring contract this season.
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Dougie Hamilton put the Hurricanes up 1-0 about 6½ minutes in when his
shot from below the goal line banked in off Subban’s stick. Seven
minutes later, Nečas made it 2-0 with a long wrister while Subban was
screened. Aho finished off a 2-on-1 break with Andrei Svechnikov early in
the second, then Aho scored again on a deflection.
Philipp Kurashev’s would-be goal for the Hawks in the second was
overturned because of Pius Suter’s goaltender interference, but with 1:25
left in the second, Ian Mitchell one-timed Dylan Strome’s pass from
below the goal line.
With 5:22 left in regulation, DeBrincat made it 4-2 when he raced out on
a breakaway on a long pass by Dominik Kubalík, spun Brady Skjei and
snapped the puck past Alex Nedeljkovic for his 26th goal. Kirby Dach’s
backward pass almost set up DeBrincat for another one, but DeBrincat
couldn’t control a roller and fired wide.
Aho completed a hat trick with an empty-netter with 1:16 left.

Chicago Blackhawks are eliminated from playoff contention with a 5-2
loss to the Carolina Hurricanes

By PHIL THOMPSON

The Chicago Blackhawks had less than a 1% chance of earning a playoff
berth entering Monday night’s game at PNC Arena, and that door finally
closed when the Hawks lost 5-2 to the Carolina Hurricanes to eliminate
them from postseason contention.
It’s a letdown for a rebuilding team that defied preseason predictions.
The Hawks were picked to finish last in the Central Division by several
media pundits, and they were outscored 15-5 in three losses to open the
season. But they steadily built a 14-9-5 record in the first half of the
season.
From mid-February to mid-March, the Hawks reached as high as second
place and spent the bulk of that span clinging to a playoff position in
fourth place.
But it has been a precipitous fall since the midpoint of the season as the
Hawks have gone 8-15-1.
“It’s tough,” forward Alex Debrincat said. “Obviously not the spot we want
to be in with four games left. We had a good stretch middle of the
season, but we have to play a full season.”
At least some of the Hawks’ early success could be attributed to the
schedule, as they played the majority of their series against the
Columbus Blue Jackets (6-2-0 for the season) and Detroit Red Wings (62-0).
But against the division’s top competition, the Hawks struggled, including
losing records against the Tampa Bay Lightning (1-6-1), Florida Panthers
(2-4-2) and Nashville Predators (1-5-2).
Goaltender Malcolm Subban was pulled from Monday’s game in the
second period after giving up a fourth goal. Collin Delia came on in relief
— just his third game this season and his first appearance since Jan. 17.

Despite a lively third period, it was too much Hurricanes for most of the
game.
Elite teams either have been quicker to the puck than the Hawks or have
bullied the Hawks off of it, and it was the case again Monday. The
Hurricanes outshot the Hawks 38-18, including a 17-7 advantage in the
second and 11-0 in high-danger chances, according to
NaturalStatTrick.com.
With the Panthers and Lightning both two points behind entering Monday
night’s slate, the division-leading Hurricanes couldn’t afford a slip-up
against the sixth-place Hawks. They maintained a two-point edge on the
Panthers, who beat the Dallas Stars in overtime, and moved four in front
of the idle Lightning.
The Predators secured the division’s fourth and final playoff berth when
the Hawks lost, and they went on to beat the Blue Jackets in overtime.
The Hawks have relied a lot on rookies and second-year players whom
coaches were trying to develop simultaneously. Eight players have made
their NHL debuts this season, while two others, Brandon Hagel and
Nicolas Beaudin, made their debuts last season but were limited to one
game before the pandemic brought the season to a halt.
The young players have been major contributors. Suter and Hagel, for
example, rank among the top five on the team in scoring.
DeBrincat leads the Hawks in goals (26) after a down season in 2019-20.
Rookie Kevin Lankinen emerged as a candidate to become the everyday
goalie of the future, going 16-14-5 and posting a 3.04 goals-against
average and .908 save percentage in his first 36 starts.
And some things never change: Patrick Kane remains the team’s points
leader (62).
The Hawks did an admirable job blending a cast that had little time to
build chemistry while dealing with setbacks such as Dach’s late start
because of wrist surgery, Adam Boqvist’s season-ending wrist injury, the
retirements of Andrew Shaw and Brent Seabrook, a stretch with five
players going into COVID-19 protocol around the same time and
Jonathan Toews’ seasonlong absence because of an undisclosed illness.
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But they were undone by sporadic five-on-five offense (2.82 goals per
game, ranking 16th), a power play that faded in the second half, a
penalty kill that didn’t click until recently, a transition offense that
defenses eventually solved by stopping it at the blue line and untimely
turnovers.
The focus for the remaining four games will be setting up for the future,
starting with two more games at Carolina on Tuesday and Thursday. The
season then wraps up with a pair of home games Sunday and Monday
against the Stars.
“Love the competition and … it’s a combination of evaluation but also
development,” Colliton said before Monday’s game. “We’re trying to
challenge these guys to give a little bit more and show how they can be
part of more team success going forward.
“So it’s a big opportunity. Every game is a gift, every game you can’t take
it for granted, no matter the situation. So that’s the approach we want to
have.”
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Blackhawks lose to Hurricanes, mathematically eliminated from playoff
contention
A 5-2 defeat Monday officially knocked the Hawks out of the race. But
they have been realistically dead for a while.

Stillman, and forward Pius Suter returned in Brett Connolly’s spot
Monday.
But turnovers have remained an issue, no matter the personnel.
‘‘If we want more success, we have to manage the puck better,’’ Colliton
said. ‘‘If we’re under pressure, we have to . . . support [each other], make
enough plays to advance [the puck], get through the neutral zone. There
was some unforced stuff, too, that fed their transition [attack].’’
Mitchell battling mental grind
Colliton was happy to see rookie defenseman Ian Mitchell score a goal to
help boost his confidence.
Mitchell, back in the lineup lately after more than a month mostly out of it,
talked earlier in the day about how this season has taxed him mentally
more than physically.
‘‘When I was playing every night the first 30 games, I thought, ‘I’m really
starting to get into a groove,’ ’’ he said. ‘‘But . . . a couple of [bad] games
and you get rattled, get thrown off your game. You really understand how
difficult a league it is. I’m going to work really hard to try to get that
consistency back.’’
Mitchell cited ‘‘a couple of not-so-great plays’’ he made March 18 and
March 20 against the Lightning as particularly discouraging for him.
‘‘For a while, I was letting the time run out instead of trying to do good
things, create offense,’’ he said. ‘‘Those are things I’ve been trying to get
back in the time I haven’t been playing.’’
Chicago Sun Times LOADED: 05.04.2021
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The Blackhawks’ mathematical chance of qualifying for the playoffs died
Monday as quietly as their realistic chance did two weeks ago.

Many reasons for Blackhawks' struggles down stretch

The Hawks long ago had accepted their fate, even before their 5-2 loss
to the Hurricanes — their fifth consecutive defeat — dealt the official
blow.

John Dietz

‘‘It doesn’t change the message as far as what we’re trying to do,’’ coach
Jeremy Colliton said. ‘‘We have to get better, have to keep improving.’’

Nobody on the Blackhawks is going to make excuses for a losing streak
that reached five after a 5-2 loss at Carolina on Monday.

‘‘Obviously, [it’s] not the spot we want to be in with four games left,’’ wing
Alex DeBrincat said. ‘‘We had a good stretch there in the middle of the
season, but you’ve got to play a full season. It’s tough. But these next
four games, we’re still building for something in the future. Still have to
play hard.’’

They could, no doubt, point to the fact that a bunch of new faces have
arrived over the past month. Forming chemistry on the fly and learning a
new system is never easy.

The Predators’ overtime victory against the Blue Jackets and the Stars’
overtime loss to the Panthers means the fourth and final playoff spot in
the Central Division almost certainly will go to the Predators.

• The goaltenders are struggling. Badly.

The Hurricanes, who lead the Central and the NHL with 77 points, raced
to a 4-0 lead midway through and never looked particularly threatened.
They finished with a 39-18 edge in scoring chances, according to Natural
Stat Trick.
Collin Delia relieved Malcolm Subban, who continued the Hawks’ run of
poor goaltending starts by knocking in the Hurricanes’ first two goals
himself, and provided a bright spot.
Making his first NHL appearance since Jan. 17, Delia stopped all 19
shots he faced and made the Hawks’ decision to exile him from the
goalie rotation for months seem questionable.
‘‘I just want to battle for the team,’’ Delia said. ‘‘It’s definitely been a long,
long road for me, but my focus is just trying to help the team win as best I
can. And if that’s playing or if that’s [being] in a supportive role, so be it.’’
Colliton has rotated the Hawks’ lineup heavily in recent games and likely
will continue to do so. Defenseman Nicolas Beaudin displaced Riley

It's not just that, though.

• Defensive assignments are being blown. Badly.
• The power play is non-existent.
• Patrick Kane has all but disappeared.
And while those are all big reasons why the Hawks have fallen out of the
playoff picture, let's also recognize that Nashville, Tampa Bay, Florida
and Carolina are all on a completely different level right now.
The Hurricanes (35-10-7) proved as much Monday, taking a 4-0 lead
after 30 minutes. Know how many SHOTS the Hawks had to that point?
Try six.
Carolina's first goal by Dougie Hamilton at 6:33 of the first period came
when the puck -- which was being sent cross ice from behind the net -hit Malcolm Subban's stick and somehow got behind the Hawks' goalie.
Subban was pulled after Carolina's fourth goal, having made just 14
saves.
Collin Delia came on in relief and stopped all 19 shots he saw. It was
Delia's third NHL appearance of the season and first since January 17.
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Ian Mitchell and Alex DeBrincat scored for the Hawks, DeBrincat's
coming with 5:22 remaining to make it 4-2. DeBrincat has 26 goals on the
season.
Sebastian Aho notched a hat trick for the Hurricanes.
The teams meet again Tuesday.
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Hawks officially eliminated from postseason contention

BY CHARLIE ROUMELIOTIS

The Blackhawks have officially been eliminated from postseason
contention following Monday's 5-2 loss to the Carolina Hurricanes. It's the
third time in the last four seasons they've missed out on the playoffs.
The Blackhawks started the campaign with a 13-7-5 record for 35 points,
which was tied for fifth-best in the NHL at the time. But since March 6,
they're 9-17-1 and have accumulated only 19 points, which is tied for
third-worst over that span.
According to oddsmakers, the Blackhawks' over/under point total before
the season was set at 49.5. They're currently at 50 with four games to go.
The Hurricanes, Florida Panthers and Tampa Bay Lightning have all
secured playoff spots in the Central Division. The No. 4 seed is up for
grabs and will come down to the Dallas Stars and Nashville Predators.
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10 observations: Blackhawks suffer fifth straight loss

BY CHARLIE ROUMELIOTIS

The Blackhawks fell to the Carolina Hurricanes 5-2 on Monday at PNC
Arena.
Here are 10 observations from the loss:
1. The Blackhawks dropped their fifth straight game (0-4-1) and are
officially eliminated from postseason contention. It's the third time in the
last four seasons they've missed out on the playoffs.
2. Head coach Jeremy Colliton changed up all four lines and the three
defensive pairings for this game. Here's what they looked like:
First line: Philipp Kurashev — Pius Suter — Patrick Kane
Second line: Alex DeBrincat — Kirby Dach — Dominik Kubalik
Third line: Vinnie Hinostroza — Dylan Strome — Adam Gaudette
Fourth line: Mike Hardman — David Kampf — Brandon Hagel
First pairing: Wyatt Kalynuk — Connor Murphy
Second pairing: Duncan Keith — Ian Mitchell
Third pairing: Nikita Zadorov — Nicolas Beaudin
3. At the halfway mark of the contest, the Hurricanes had four goals and
18 shots on net. The Blackhawks had zero goals and only six shots. It
was a very one-sided first half.
4. Malcolm Subban started between the pipes and gave up four goals on
18 shots, although it's difficult to fault him for any of the goals aside from
the first one when Dougie Hamilton's shot from below the goal line went
off his stick and in.
5. Collin Delia, who served as the backup, replaced Subban after the
fourth goal at the 9:52 mark of the second period. It was his first NHL
action since Jan. 17 and he was absolutely terrific in relief, stopping all

19 shots he faced. His best stop came on a Martin Necas breakaway in
the middle frame.
6. During 5-on-5 action, the Hurricanes led the Blackhawks in scoring
chances (30-13) and high-danger chances (20-6), according to Natural
Stat Trick. In the second period alone, the Hurricanes generated 11 highdanger chances to Chicago's two.
7. Before the game, Mitchell talked about trying to get his swagger back
by being more aggressive and making more of an impact on the ice. He
did that on Monday by scoring his third goal of the season and his first
since Feb. 19. That was much-needed for his confidence.
Ian Mitchell scores his third goal of the season and first since Feb. 19.
#Blackhawks pic.twitter.com/CQ6atrYdmP— Charlie Roumeliotis
(@CRoumeliotis) May 4, 2021
8. Alex DeBrincat scored for the third straight game and increased his
goal total to 26 on the season. In a normal 82-game season, he would be
on pace to finish with 44 goals, which would be a new career-high; his
personal best is 41, set during the 2018-19 campaign.
9. The Hurricanes improved to 8-0-3 during their 11-game point streak
and have killed off 30 of 33 penalties for a success rate of 90.9 percent
over that span. They went 3-for-3 against the Blackhawks on Monday.
10. The Hurricanes rank No. 2 in the NHL with a faceoff win percentage
of 53.7. The Blackhawks rank No. 28 with a win percentage of 46.8. The
Hurricanes got the better of the Blackhawks in this game, winning 33 of
55 draws for a win percentage of 60.0.
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Blackhawks rookie Philipp Kurashev’s unique hockey background
shaped him into the player he is

By Scott Powers May 3, 2021

Florida Panthers goalie Sergei Bobrovsky seemed to have a firm read on
Blackhawks forward Philipp Kurashev’s shot as it came off Kurashev’s
stick.
Kurshev had let it go from a fair distance and there was no traffic around
Bobrovsky. But the puck deflected off the top of Bobrovsky’s glove and
sailed into the net. Kurashev raised his arms and a smile broke out over
his face, but his celebration was muted for someone who had just scored
his first NHL goal. The time was just after 9 p.m. locally in Sunrise, Fla.,
on Jan. 19.
Let’s pick up the scene in an apartment in St. Gallen, Switzerland, where
it was just after 3 a.m. and much a wilder celebration was happening.
“Oh, my goodness, should we describe like our jumping, dancing,
running around here, hugging, kissing?” Elena Kurashev, Philipp’s
mother said. “Our neighbors must think, ‘what’s going on here in this
apartment,’ because we live in the apartment building and we’re always
up in the night. And when he scored the goal, I was jumping to the ceiling
and we were just so happy.”
Kurashev has family staying up all over the world watching him play in
his first NHL season. His parents, Elena and Konstantin, watch every
game live in Switzerland, which is where Kurashev was born and grew
up. He has other family watching games live in Russia, where his parents
are from. Kurashev likes to joke they’re all living on the same U.S. time
zone.
“When I go to sleep, it’s like five, six o’clock in the morning,” Elena said.
“Like our family in Moscow, they have one hour more. It used to be in the
wintertime two hours more difference. When the game is over, my father
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from Moscow would call me. It’s already morning time. He doesn’t sleep,
but we talk about hockey.”
Kurashev calls home, too. He’s especially talkative if he’s scored a goal.
If not, his parents might just receive a late-night text. Either way,
Kurashev is in constant communication with them. He knows how tough
it has been on them not to be able to see him play in person. They just
want to feel as connected as possible to his experience.

“At home, it’s all Russian, all my relatives are Russian,” Kurashev said. “I
don’t know, it’s hard to say. I grew up in Switzerland, all my friends are
Swiss. I think I’m both, obviously. But I think my mentality is maybe a little
bit more Russian because of my parents, my grandma and all my
relatives.”
The same went for hockey.

Elena mostly translated Konstantin’s Russian into English during our
recent phone interview, but he made sure to say the following in English.

“I just always kind of liked the Russian players, the way they played like
with the Russian national team, how they played, how they passed with
each other and their style of play,” he said. “I always enjoyed watching it
and I always wanted to be a part of it. But obviously, I grew up in
Switzerland and I started playing in the national team there. So it just
kind of worked like that. I never actually played in Russia for a team or
anything, so it couldn’t really change anyway. So I’m happy that I can
play for Switzerland.”

“The same time, so happy, so nervous,” Konstantin said. “I was so
nervous. I was like shaking. I was not so nervous when I was at his birth.”

Konstantin and Philipp Kurashev possess a lot of similarities on and off
the ice. (Courtesy of the Kurashev family)

Elena said, “Konstantin used to say to me, that’s my heart’s desire to go
watch Phil’s first game live. Just go, we’ll fly whatever, wherever it is.
We’ll just go fly. And because of pandemic, you can’t do it right now, so
we couldn’t do it.”

Kurashev’s hockey game is a blend of a lot of different influences. There
is some Russian. There is some Swiss. He played three seasons in the
QMJHL, so he got a good taste of hockey in Canada. He spent time
visiting family in Detroit, too. Konstantin made a point as well of staying
out of the way of his son’s coaches. He didn’t want it to seem as if he
was trying to interfere. He also wanted Philipp to have as diverse of a
hockey background as possible. It’s something Konstantin tried to have
for himself after he left Russia and began learning how other countries
taught and played the game.

If it hadn’t been for the pandemic, Elena and Konstantin would have
definitely been at his first NHL game. They might even be following him
around North America watching games. Even from afar, Konstantin was
overwhelmed by the moment his son made his NHL debut.

The Kurashev family should have plenty of opportunity in the coming
years to watch their son in person. At 21, Kurashev was the third
youngest player behind Kirby Dach and Adam Boqvist to play for the
Blackhawks this season. The Blackhawks tend to think he’s just
scratching the surface on his potential.
How Kurashev has gotten here is an interesting story. You would assume
Kurashev was born and bred to be a hockey player. Konstantin grew up
in the Soviet Union and learned a very specific way to play hockey.
Konstantin played the Russian way and did so for hours upon hours
every day. He played professionally in Moscow throughout the 1980s and
finished up his career in Austria and Switzerland. Once done playing, he
quickly transitioned into coaching. He’s been a professional hockey
coach for 20-plus years. He last coached in St. Petersburg in Russia’s
VHL earlier this season.
But just because hockey was Konstantin’s life, that didn’t mean it had to
be Philipp’s. Konstantin wanted his son to choose whatever made him
happy. It just so happened hockey made Philipp happier than anything.
“This is honest, you know, we never pushed Phil into hockey,” Elena
said. “Actually, my husband always knew that Philipp was motivated for
hockey, he was like over-motivated, always. It’s like from morning till
night only hockey. Konstantin would always say to me, ‘Don’t ask him
(about hockey), don’t even go into this because he’s over-motivated all
the time. We need to just a little bit calm him down because he wants to
win all the time. He wants to go and play, and, oh, my god, you don’t
need to add extra.’”
What especially drew Kurashev to hockey was his Russian family
heritage. He never played in Russia or spent much time there outside of
family trips, but he gravitated toward everything Russian. While his older
sister began speaking more German, Switzerland’s primary language,
even in their home, Philipp stuck to Russian. He had posters of Russian
players in his bedroom.
“After Philipp made his debut with the Chicago Blackhawks, his first
coach sent him a picture of a questionnaire he filled out when he was 12
years old,” Elena said. “One of the questions was what is your main goal,
and Philipp is like, play in the NHL and play for the Russian national
team. But he was born in Switzerland, he was raised in Switzerland and
never did any tournament in Russia, but he’s like giving this answer to a
Swiss coach. Konstantin had to explain to him, you love (Alex) Ovechkin,
you love (Pavel) Datsyuk, but you live in Switzerland, you play in a Swiss
club.”
Kurashev later understood that. He laughs about it now. He couldn’t help
gravitating toward his Russian blood.

Kurashev’s unique style is something Blackhawks coach Jeremy Colliton
has noticed.
“He’s a really intriguing player,” Colliton said. “He’s still young. The way
he plays, you would feel like he’s older, how he carries himself and he’s
got a lot of confidence on the puck.”
Kurashev left Switzerland at 16 to expand his hockey horizons. He told
his parents he needed to play in North America to further develop his
game. The Quebec Remparts were interested in him and drafted him in
the CHL import draft. He joined them for the 2016-17 season. Elena
came along to live with her son and help him adjust.
After two years with the Remparts, Kurashev got an unexpected offer.
There was a KHL team (he wouldn’t say which) that wanted to sign him.
It would have been a dream come true to play in Russia. He was tempted
and was leaning that way.
And then, Patrick Roy was named the coach of the Remparts. That
changed everything.
“So the deal was almost done with the KHL and then Phil get a call,”
Elena said. “We were in the Montreal airport (returning to Switzerland). I
was with him. He gets a call from the Quebec Remparts and they say
that his previous coach was finishing his job and they were hiring Patrick
Roy. They said Patrick Roy, and Philipp and I were like, what? Then like
for two or three weeks it started every day Patrick Roy would call Philipp
and his agent.”
Roy would eventually persuade Kurashev to remain in Quebec for
another season. Kurashev was sold that it was the best decision for his
more important dream — the NHL.
“It took me a couple weeks to decide because I thought it was a pretty
big decision for me,” Kurashev said. “So, yeah, obviously, I always
wanted to play in Russia, like when I was growing up. But obviously my
goal was to play in the NHL. And I think going back to another year with
Patrick that was the best way for me to get to the NHL, so I think I did the
right choice.”
If Kurashev leaves for the KHL, who knows how his hockey fate would
have played out. The Blackhawks drafted him in the fourth round a few
months after he turned down the KHL offer. He played the next season
with Roy, signed with the Blackhawks and turned pro for the 2019-20
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season. He spent all of last season with the Rockford IceHogs in the AHL
and then made his NHL debut this season.
Kurashev has no regrets.
“No one will ever know how it would do or went or anything, so I think for
me it was the right decision and I’m happy with it,” Kurashev said.
As Kurashev has grown up, he and Konstantin have shared their love for
hockey more and more. It became easier for Konstantin over the years
not to worry about putting undue pressure on his son. It’s obviously clear
now it’s what Philipp sought for himself.
Once their hockey discussions began, the floodgates opened.
“We always talk hockey, obviously,” Kurashev said. “Don’t really talk
about much else. It’s just my whole family, like my uncle was a hockey
player too. And just that’s what we do in our house. So my dad is always
watching, always looking at pictures, old games, old everything. So yeah,
I mean, we just always talk hockey in our house. That’s what it is.”

The Nashville Predators are one game away from an NHL playoff spot.
Potentially, at least.
With Monday's 4-3 overtime win against the Columbus Blue Jackets,
Nashville now has 60 points in the Central Division standings. That puts it
squarely in fourth place, four points ahead of Dallas, which lost to Florida
earlier in the night.
The top four teams from each division earn a shot at the Stanley Cup.
It will take a combination of skill and luck, but the Preds can punch their
ticket to the postseason this week.
"This time of year, like playoffs," Nashville coach John Hynes said. "I
think the most important thing, obviously, is you have to find ways to win.
I think there's a lot of good lessons we can take out of tonight's game."
If Nashville wins one more game in regulation, which is worth two points,
and Dallas loses, than the Preds are guaranteed the fourth spot.

Kurashev learned the similarities between him and his dad on and off the
ice.

That means Nashville will have a chance to clinch if it can get a
regulation win against Columbus on Wednesday.

“I obviously watched his old games and stuff and the way he played
obviously (he) was (a) defenseman, I’m (a) forward, but I think kind of like
the base and everything, I think is kind of the same,” Kurashev said. “He
had some really good vision, you know, great shot. So I think there was
some similarity. It’s funny to see. I think me and him have a lot of like,
even just off the ice too the way we talk and kind of our movements are
pretty similar.”

All it would take is a Dallas loss at Tampa Bay, a team that's still in
contention for the No. 1 overall seed in the league.

Konstantin has plenty of questions for Philipp these days, too. He talks to
Philipp as a former player, as a coach and as a father.
“He says because he’s a coach he wants to know more,” Elena said
while interpreting. “He loves North America, loves to watch the games.
He watched more games now than before. He said he was always
interested in the North American style. … I think he admires a lot of stuff
and he just wants to learn more. But because (Philipp) has so many
games, they don’t have so much time to discuss like the details, but they
do talk about it, not just personally, but the way how they do it.
Konstantin is very, very interested.”
Konstantin is currently between coaching jobs and has been able to
watch his son’s games more this season. Konstantin is hopeful to be
back coaching next season.
“Obviously, it’s a little bit unfortunate for the moment how it worked, but
you know, I think everything happens for a reason,” Kurashev said. “And
I’m sure he’s enjoying the time, you know, with my mom and watching
the games, and I think they feel like they’re here. So it’s nice for me, too.
I’m trying to make them proud and I’m trying my best. I think we’re all
having a lot of fun. And hopefully, they can come watch me play in real
life soon.”
Regardless of whether Konstantin is coaching or not next season, that’s
what he plans to do.
“This is my big dream,” Konstantin said in English. “I want to see him. I
want to see him live.”
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Nashville Predators could potentially lock down playoff spot with win on
Wednesday

Will Backus

Dallas and Nashville are the only two teams with a shot at squeaking into
the playoffs. Chicago was eliminated from contention with a loss to
Carolina on Monday, and Detroit and Columbus have been out of the
race for a couple of weeks.
Even if both Nashville and Dallas both win on Wednesday, the Preds'
road ahead is easier.
After closing out the road trip to Columbus, they'll return home to finish
the regular season against Carolina on April 8 and 10. While Carolina is
the NHL's leader in points, with 77, Nashville will benefit from an
energized home crowd.
Meanwhile, past Wednesday, Dallas still has games at Tampa Bay on
Friday and at Chicago on April 9 and 10.
"It's definitely been a lot of hard work," Nashville's Roman Josi said.
"With the start we had into the season, it didn't look great for us and we
kind of turned it around. ... We definitely earned that chance to clinch the
playoffs."
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Roman Josi saves Nashville Predators with overtime goal after blowing
three-goal lead to Columbus

Will Backus

The Nashville Predators picked up a 4-3 overtime win against the
Columbus Blue Jackets on Monday night at Nationwide Arena.
The Predators (29-22-2) scored three goals in the final 10 minutes of the
second period to cruise to a 3-0 lead. Columbus' Emil Bemstrom
answered with a hat trick in the third period to tie the score and send it to
overtime.
Just under 3:30 into overtime, Nashville captain Roman Josi found the
puck near the faceoff circle and launched the game-winning goal into the
top right corner of Columbus' net.
It was Nashville's second straight overtime win. With Dallas' loss to
Florida on the same night, the Predators now have a four-point lead in
fourth place in the Central Division with 60 points.
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STATISTIC
(20 GP)

JAN. 14-MARCH 2 (13 GP)

MARCH 18-MAY 1

GAA
3.1

Juuse Saros, Hart Trophy candidate? Why the Predators goalie deserves
consideration

1.83
GSAE

By Adam Vingan May 3, 2021

-2.9
12.1

Shortly after the Predators defeated the Dallas Stars in overtime
Saturday, The Athletic’s Mark Lazerus fired off this thought-provoking
tweet from Chicago:
Juuse Saros had just won for the 14th time in his past 20 starts, shutting
out the Predators’ archrival in their biggest regular-season game in
recent memory. In those 20 starts, Saros has a 1.83 goals-against
average and .945 save percentage.
The Predators’ win Saturday improved their chances of making the
playoffs to 77 percent, according to Dom Luszczyszyn. On March 18,
when Saros returned from a two-week stint on injured reserve, they had
a 4 percent chance.
Edmonton Oilers captain Connor McDavid is going to win his second
Hart Trophy this season, and it should be unanimous. The rest of the
MVP ballot, however, is up for debate. This season, 100 members of the
Professional Hockey Writers Association — 20 from each NHL division
and 20 national voices — will vote on the Hart, Calder, Norris and Selke
Trophies, among others. (General managers choose the Vezina Trophy
winner.)
These discussions tend to devolve into arguments about what it means
to be “most valuable.” Saros’ case is straightforward: Without him, the
Predators’ season would have been over two months ago, when they
were 26th in the league at the halfway point.
No goaltender has been tougher to beat than Saros since mid-March. He
has saved an extra 12.1 goals in all situations over that span, nearly
double the amount of the next closest goaltender. In his first 13
appearances this season, he allowed an extra 2.9 goals.
Goals saved above expected since March 18
GOALTENDER

GSAE (ALL SITUATIONS)

Juuse Saros
12.1
Elvis Merzlikins
6.7
Andrei Vasilevskiy
6.4
Connor Hellebuyck
6.2
Robin Lehner
6.1
Predators coach John Hynes said that Saros has worked to change his
stance in order to improve his positioning, which was already solid, and
lateral movement. Perhaps relatedly, Saros has been much better at
stopping shots from high-danger areas over the past two months.
Juuse Saros’ first and second halves

Sv%
0.895
0.945
Slot Sv%
0.826
0.891
Inner Slot Sv%
0.747
0.856
Hynes has also praised Saros, 26, for quickly adjusting to the rigors of
being a full-time starter, especially during a pandemic-shortened season.
“Maybe a few weeks prior to the pause last year, he was really seeing
the puck well,” Hynes said. “He was on his game, and you could see how
good he can be through traffic and (on) rebounds and east-west plays.
The stretch that he’s on now, you can see growth, too. I think he’s
learning how to handle playing as much as he’s playing, meaning your
mental focus in the games. There’s not a lot of practice time, so how do
you get yourself ready (to play) as much as he’s playing? I just think his
rest and recovery, his ability to focus mentally night in and night out is
something that you have to learn going from not playing as much (to
playing every night). … The consistency level that he’s played with and to
be ready mentally every night to play the way that he needs to play has
been a real good growth step for him. It’s been a huge step for our team.”
Historically, goaltenders, despite having the greatest influence on a
team’s success, do not get much love in MVP voting. Carey Price was
the last one to win the Hart Trophy, in 2015. Sergei Bobrovsky, then of
the Columbus Blue Jackets, was the most recent finalist, finishing third in
2017.
Saros’ slow start should not disqualify him from consideration. In January
2015, the Minnesota Wild, who were in last place in the Central Division,
traded for journeyman Devan Dubnyk, who went 27-9-2 with a 1.78 GAA
and .936 save percentage after switching teams. For leading the Wild to
an unlikely playoff berth, Dubnyk finished fourth in Hart Trophy voting.
If Saros can do the same, then a top-five finish would be within reason.
The Predators, who have a three-point lead over the Stars, play the Blue
Jackets and Carolina Hurricanes twice each to close the regular season.
Unless the team clinches a playoff spot with games to spare, Saros is
expected to be in goal for all of them.
This is Saros’ chance to strengthen his case as a legitimate Hart Trophy
candidate.
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Hynes: Predators can’t get too high with playoffs within reach
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unpredictable for the most part. But this week will go a long way to
bringing some clarity on both the playoff schedule and the actual
matchups.

Nashville Predators forward Erik Haula knew exactly what defenseman
Mattias Ekholm was thinking once he intercepted a Dallas Stars pass
and furiously skated toward goaltender Anton Khudobin.

As of Monday, this is what the playoff grid would look like and some
things to consider as we hit the stretch run.

Ekholm skated by three Dallas players as he circled the net before rifling
off a pass to Haula, who had centered himself right in front of Khudobin
and slammed home the game-winning goal with just 1:28 left in overtime
to hand Dallas its third straight loss.
“I saw (Ekholm) had good speed and he was going in there, and I had a
feeling he was going to try the wraparound,” Haula said. “I was just trying
to time myself and luckily it hit right on my tape and back of the net, so it
was a good feeling.”
In the eight meetings this year between the Predators and Stars,
Nashville has won five and needed overtime or a shootout to win each
time. Saturday was no different.
The victory gives Nashville a three-point lead over Dallas for the final
playoff spot in the Central Division with four games left for the Predators
and five for the Stars. Nashville has the easier road to the playoffs,
closing out the season with two games against the last-place Columbus
Blue Jackets and two against the Carolina Hurricanes at home.
Dallas, on the other hand, plays one against the Florida Panthers, two
against the Tampa Bay Lightning and two against the Chicago
Blackhawks. The Stars are a combined 5-10-4 against those three teams
this season.
"It's (a) big (two) points," said goaltender Juuse Saros, who had a 28save shutout. "It was a really tight game, and we just stayed with it and
eventually got it done. But it's a big [win], and we still got some business
to do here. So it's a fun, tight race."
Saros has been a vital part of the Predators’ resurgence. The 26-year-old
leads the NHL in wins (14) and save percentage (.949) and is tied for the
third-best goals-against average (1.83) since returning from a lower-body
injury on March 18, sparking Nashville’s torrid six-week run just to
scratch its way back into the playoff discussion.
Two months ago, the Predators had a 2 percent chance of making the
playoffs. Now, they have a 91 percent chance. Following a 16-6-1 run
that produced 33 points — second-most in the NHL over that span — the
Predators need just two more wins, coupled with two more losses for the
Stars and they’re in the playoffs.
“Our job right now is that we accomplished the mission tonight, but we
have a big week ahead of us,” Hynes said. “Starting (Sunday), we've got
to make sure we're focusing on Columbus… So, like we've always said:
Don't get too high on this one. Let's enjoy it, but let's make sure we're
ready to go this week and take care of business."
Nashville Post LOADED: 05.04.2021
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North Division
Toronto Maple Leafs vs. Montreal Canadiens
TEAM
RECORD REMAINING
CUP CHANCES

HEAD-TO-HEAD

DOM'S

Maple Leafs
33-13-5
5
5-2
19%
Canadiens
23-18-9
6
2-4-1
1%
A week ago, we said there were questions surrounding the Maple Leafs’
goaltending. That seems like a million years ago after five wins in a row
and the Leafs seem to grow more confident by the day. It seems like the
plan will be to get Frederik Andersen some game action over the final
five games. But it sure seems like you can lock Jack Campbell, 15-2-1
and .927 save percentage, into the starter’s role come playoff time.
The Habs? Meh. Came from behind to beat Ottawa on Saturday and won
a crucial game against Calgary early last week to really push the Flames
out of the playoff picture. But without Carey Price, who continues to
rehab a concussion, this looks like a team that can’t stand much
adversity. Still, great to see Cole Caufield get his first goal on Saturday
against the Sens.
Chances this series happens:
Montreal has closed to within two points of the slumping Jets but the Jets
have a big lead in regulation or overtime wins which is the top tiebreaker. Each team has six games remaining but Montreal has Toronto
three times and Edmonton twice. Yikes. So let’s pencil them into fourth
place.
Interest-Meter:
Of course, this would be off the charts given the rivals haven’t faced off in
the playoffs since 1979. And in spite of Montreal’s up and down play,
getting Brendan Gallagher and Carey Price back will change the
emotional temperature of this series.
Edmonton Oilers vs. Winnipeg Jets

The Athletic / NHL playoffs WATCH: Matchups if the postseason started
today and excitement level for each series

TEAM
RECORD REMAINING
CUP CHANCES
Oilers

By Scott Burnside May 3, 2021

30-17-2
7

Barring an unexpected setback, two weeks from now the NHL playoffs
will be underway.
Exactly when all eight first-round series spread across four divisions will
start remains a bit fluid and the matchups themselves likewise remain

7-2
7%
Jets

HEAD-TO-HEAD

DOM'S
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27-20-3
6

where Pittsburgh head coach Mike Sullivan got his NHL head coaching
start and a little Patrice Bergeron/Sidney Crosby tete-a-tete is bound to
be meaningful.

2-7

Washington Capitals vs. New York Islanders

5%

TEAM
RECORD REMAINING
CUP CHANCES

The Oilers are starting to look invincible. They are tighter defensively.
Mike Smith is playing his way into the Vezina Trophy discussion and did
we mention Connor McDavid? He’s got his sights set on 100 points
which is simply mind-boggling.

32-14-5
5

Chances this series happens:

31-15-5

As noted, the Canadiens could overtake Winnipeg for third place in the
North but just don’t see it happening, even as bad as the Jets have been.

5

Interest-Meter:

3%

Frankly, any series involving the dynamic Oilers and McDavid and Leon
Draisaitl is going to be chock full of anticipation and more than a little
drama, especially given how the Oilers took a knee in the play-in round
against middling Chicago last summer.
East Division
Pittsburgh Penguins vs. Boston Bruins
TEAM
RECORD REMAINING
CUP CHANCES

HEAD-TO-HEAD

DOM'S

Penguins
34-15-3

DOM'S

Capitals

As for the Jets, never mind having or finding an answer for the Oilers,
they don’t have an answer for anyone right now. Losers of six straight,
head coach Paul Maurice has been trying to coax some emotion out of
his group, reducing ice time for veterans like Mark Scheifele and shuffling
lines. The loss of Nikolaj Ehlers is a big blow although it looks like Adam
Lowry is edging closer to return.

½

HEAD-TO-HEAD

6-2
3%
Islanders

2-5-1

The Capitals have been shuffling along for a week or so now without
captain Alex Ovechkin, who is recovering from a lower-body injury. We’re
guessing if the playoffs started today he’d be in the lineup. The Capitals
have all kinds of opportunities to slide back into first place, although it
really doesn’t matter where they start the playoffs given how good
they’ve been on the road. Their 17 road wins are the most in the division.
Meanwhile, the Isles are the Isles — not really lighting it up offensively
but not needing to. Same as it ever was under Barry Trotz. Deadline
additions Travis Zajac and Kyle Palmieri have combined for just two
goals and two assists.
Chances this series happens:

3-4-1

Boston’s games in hand and ease of schedule suggest they will move
into the top three of the East Division while the Caps still have designs on
first place.

3%

Interest-Meter:

Bruins

You know the Capitals would love a shot at a little playoff payback after
their miserable outing against the Islanders in the first round last season.

4

30-14-6
6
5-3
9%

Central Division
Carolina Hurricanes vs. Nashville Predators
TEAM
RECORD REMAINING
CUP CHANCES

HEAD-TO-HEAD

DOM'S

The Penguins are slowly getting healthy at just the right time and are
expecting Evgeni Malkin back at some point this week. Bad news for the
rest of the East Division. We’re guessing the Penguins hang onto first
place given their final four games are against divisional patsies Buffalo
and Philadelphia.

Hurricanes

The Bruins are on fire having gone 9-2-0 since the trade deadline. Taylor
Hall has 10 points in 11 games since being dealt at the deadline and with
Craig Smith tearing it up offensively, this Bruins team suddenly looks like
the Bruins of old, able to hurt you from everywhere in the lineup.

6-0

Chances this series happens:

28-22-2

Five points separate first and fourth in the most balanced division and the
standings change on a daily basis, so get back to us in a week.

4

Interest-Meter:

0%

Not a ton of recent playoff history but both these teams are looking to
prove their Stanley Cup windows aren’t closed and, of course, Boston is

The Predators have achieved the very difficult goal of transforming their
identity on the fly. This team is more physical and much harder to play

34-10-7
5

7%
Predators

0-5-1
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against than early in this season and certainly during the last couple of
disappointing seasons. They don’t score a bunch and their special teams
aren’t great but they work hard and have found a way to revive their
season behind the play of Juuse Saros, who should be getting some love
not just for the Vezina Trophy but a place on Hart Trophy ballots, too.
Come playoff time will be playing with house money.

How much fun would the first-ever all-Florida playoff series be? Given the
firepower both these teams possess every night would be a carnival of
goals. Bring it.

Meanwhile, the Hurricanes are dialed in and have so much speed and
depth they are going to be a handful for anyone they come across. Teuvo
Teravainen’s return after missing almost half the season with concussion
issues is key. Alex Nedeljkovic is a number one NHL netminder as his
1.89 GAA and .934 save percentage suggests and the 25-year-old
deserves to start come playoff time, in our opinion.

TEAM
RECORD REMAINING
CUP CHANCES

Dallas is still hovering on the edge of the race for fourth place in the
Central. The Canes are closing in on a division title while still in the hunt
for a possible Presidents’ Trophy.
Interest-Meter:

HEAD-TO-HEAD

DOM'S

Golden Knights
36-12-2

4-1-1
8%
Blues
23-19-7

Two excellent buildings that are likely to see the number of fans allowed
in grow by the time the playoffs roll around.

7
2-3-1

Tampa Bay Lightning vs. Florida Panthers
HEAD-TO-HEAD

DOM'S

Lightning
35-14-3
4
3-3
15%
Panthers
34-14-5
3
3-2-1
1%
Tampa is just sort of ambling along. Not really good. Not really bad. Their
win in Detroit on Sunday avenged a shootout loss to the lowly Wings the
day before. You know head coach Jon Cooper is going to have this team
in the right place come Game 1. Tampa’s 20 home wins are tied for the
most in the NHL so the Panthers will be looking to stay ahead of the
Bolts and keep home-ice advantage, although the Bolts hold the edge
now. Tampa is hoping to add elite talent in the form of Nikita Kucherov
and Steven Stamkos for the postseason.
The Panthers continue to pile up the goals and how good has Sam
Bennett been since being acquired from Calgary at the deadline? How
about 13 points in nine games good? He might be the single most
impactful deadline acquisition at this point. They’re likely going to need all
those goals as they must figure out what to do about their goaltending.
Chris Driedger has been out with a minor injury. This begs the question,
is Sergei Bobrovsky currently the third-best goaltender on the roster now
with Spencer Knight looking impressive after being given his first taste of
NHL goaltending? Not a great debate to be having with less than two
weeks to go before the playoffs.
Chances this series happens:
There’s a possibility either of these teams could overtake Carolina for
first place but unlikely given Carolina’s schedule and the math.
Interest-Meter:

Vegas Golden Knights vs. St. Louis Blues

6

Chances this series happens:

TEAM
RECORD REMAINING
CUP CHANCES

West Division

1%
Watching the Blues spit up a 3-1 lead on Saturday against Minnesota,
losing 4-3 in overtime, was a reminder of just how wacky this team is. If
the Blues are one-and-done in the playoffs, as they were last summer,
you have to believe significant changes will be made by GM Doug
Armstrong. The Blues are lucky Arizona is, well, Arizona, and actually
qualifying for the playoffs isn’t a real issue.
In the end, it may not matter what mental shape the Blues are in come
playoff time as Vegas is just that good, a team with no real obvious flaws.
As Pierre LeBrun noted after talking to Vegas owner Bill Foley, it’s
possible the Golden Knights will be playing in front of a full house early in
the postseason. They’re 19-4-2 at home and their plus-58 goal
differential is tops in the league.
Chances this series happens:
Still like Vegas to win the West but Colorado’s schedule is pretty easy.
So could easily see the Avs sneaking ahead of Vegas for first place.
Interest-Meter:
Actually, this is one of those series that would either be 5-out-5 or 1-out-5
because either St. Louis is going to get their act together, as they did in
2019, and turn this into a seven-game epic or they’re going to play like
they have for long stretches of the season and they’ll get steamrolled.
Colorado Avalanche vs. Minnesota Wild
TEAM
RECORD REMAINING
CUP CHANCES
Avalanche
33-12-4
7
5-2-1
22%
Wild
32-14-4
6
3-5
3%

HEAD-TO-HEAD

DOM'S
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Everyone knows there will be at least a couple of upsets in the first
round. We’re guessing the West is ripe for one such upset. The Wild
have the offensive chops to stay with the big boys in the division – they
are tied for eighth in the league in goals per game – a deep, talented blue
line, solid goaltending and a great never-say-die attitude that should see
head coach Dean Evason a finalist for the Jack Adams Trophy.
The Avalanche, of course, are elite and with Philipp Grubauer back in the
lineup, they will hit the postseason as a Stanley Cup favorite regardless
of where they finish in the West. The absence of Nazem Kadri is
problematic but not crushing.
Chances this series happens:
As noted above the Avs, in theory, have a pretty easy time of it down the
stretch, so could jump into first ahead of Vegas. Of course, if the Avs
stumble the Wild have an opportunity to jump into second and steal
home-ice advantage in the first round.
Interest-Meter:
There’s just something about this Wild team that makes you want to pay
attention and even though they’d be prohibitive underdogs against the
Avs or the Golden Knights, scouts and analysts we’ve spoken to are
universal in their belief the Wild are going to be a difficult out.
Five things to watch this week
1. Dallas really needed a regulation win in Nashville on Saturday. Then,
when they went to overtime with the score 0-0, they really needed the
extra point. Didn’t happen as the Stars ended up losing 1-0 in OT. It was
their 13th overtime or shootout loss of the season, most in the league.
Woulda, coulda, shoulda but if even three or four of those games go the
other way, they control their own fate. Now they start the week three
points back of Nashville with five games to play, all on the road. Yes,
they have one game in hand but does it really matter especially when the
Stars have Florida and Tampa twice this week? Probably not.
2. It is, for us, a two-team race to see who earns the Presidents’ Trophy:
Vegas and Carolina. Carolina starts the week with a one-point lead but
Vegas has a better winning percentage. Does it mean anything,
especially in this most unusual of seasons? We’d argue yes, perhaps
even more than normal. Without the traditional conference structure,
having the best record would give you home-ice advantage throughout
the playoffs but also in the final four the team with the most regularseason points draws the team with fewest. That is not insignificant,
especially if there’s an upset or two along the way. Of course, history
suggests that owning that particular piece of hardware has little to do with
winning the big prize. Since the 2004-05 lockout, only two teams, the
2008 Red Wings and the 2013 Blackhawks, have parlayed a Presidents’
Trophy win into a Stanley Cup win. Interesting, though, that the ’13
Blackhawks did so during a season shortened to 48 games due to a
labor dispute, so there’s that.
3. Don’t often see goaltending debates headed down the stretch but this
week will go a long way to determining whether Ilya Samsonov regains
the starter’s net for the playoffs for the Capitals or if rookie Vitek
Vanecek, who leads all rookie netminders with 18 wins, supplants him.
We’d say Samsonov has the inside track but just barely and games
against the Rangers and Flyers will be closely scrutinized. We noted the
Florida dynamic where Bobrovsky has been just average for most of the
season. Of the 18 goaltenders with 30 or more appearances, Bobrovsky
ranks 14th with a .904 save percentage. Driedger has been the steadier
of the two with a nice 2.17 GAA and .923 save percentage. But do you
leave a $70-million goalie on the bench in the playoffs? You do if it
means knocking off the Lightning. In Boston, it looks like Jeremy
Swayman, 6-2-0, .942 save percentage, will back up Tuukka Rask to
start the postseason ahead of Jaroslav Halak. Frankly, we get the feeling
there is so much confidence in Swayman that if Rask falters Bruce
Cassidy wouldn’t hesitate to go to the 22-year-old.
4. After losing on the night of the trade deadline, April 12, the Hurricanes
are 7-0-3 and we’re already penciling in Jani Hakanpaa as this year’s

possible Michal Kempny Award winner. Kempny, of course, was the
under-the-radar add by Washington at the 2018 trade deadline and
helped stabilize its blue line en route to a Stanley Cup. Hakanpaa was
acquired from Anaheim for Haydn Fleury and has fit seamlessly into a
deep, talented blue line corps adding size and physicality while proving to
be surprisingly mobile and he’s scored twice. Go figure. If, as predicted
by some, Seattle takes Brady Skjei in the expansion draft, it wouldn’t
surprise us if GM Don Waddell circles back to Hakanpaa, a UFA.
5. A tip of the hat to netminder Ryan Miller who announced he will retire
at the end of this season. He will walk away with more wins than any
American-born netminder in the history of the NHL, a Vezina Trophy and
a silver medal from an MVP turn during the 2010 Olympics in Vancouver.
Probably not quite a Hall of Fame resume but pretty damned good. We
had a ringside seat to his greatest moments in Vancouver as he led an
unheralded bunch of Americans to within one goal of an improbable gold
medal. Have to imagine Dallas Eakins will give Miller the start in the
Ducks’ final regular-season game Saturday against Minnesota. And if
we’re running things at new broadcast partners ESPN and/or Turner
Sports, we are on the phone yesterday with Miller and his people about
whether he might consider joining a national broadcast crew. Thoughtful
and candid, Miller would be a welcome addition to what is a brave new
world of NHL hockey broadcasting set to begin next fall.
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The Athletic / DGB weekend rankings: Predators up, Jets down and
getting excited about potential matchups

By Sean McIndoe May 3, 2021

So about those furious playoff races down the stretch. Uh, never mind.
As far back as the final rankings of March, we worried about whether
most of the races would be already decided by now. And sure enough,
that’s pretty much what’s happened. Ten teams have mathematically
clinched, and a few more are solidly in “unless there’s a miracle” territory.
The East is done, with four teams locked in and only seeding to play for.
The Blues’ surge combined with a Coyotes cold streak has all but ended
the West race. In the North, the Habs’ late-season wobble opened the
door, but the Flames and Canucks said “No thanks, we’re fine,” meaning
we’re pretty much set there too.
If you enjoy a good late-season bubble watch, you’re down to the Stars
and Predators in the Central. That’s pretty much it. And even that race
could be done within days.
Ah well. This is hockey, and all we can do is adjust on the fly. So let’s do
that, by turning our attention to the matchups we might get in Round 1.
There’s some good news there, because man, the first round might be
amazing.
Emphasis on “might,” because if you’ve been a fan long enough you
know how this goes. A matchup looks like a sure thing, you let yourself
get hyped for it, and then something weird happens on the season’s final
week that blows it. We’ve all been there. I’ve sure been there. And I am
ready to get hurt again, so let’s do this.
We covered a few of the matchups we should be rooting for last week,
including the potential for the first-ever Battle of Florida. That one’s
looking more likely, as the Hurricanes are in good shape to run out the
clock on the division title. That would give us a Florida/Tampa Bay
matchup that would be all sorts of fun, not to mention pairing Carolina
with either Dallas or Nashville, both of which would be sneaky cool
matchups of non-traditional markets that we normally couldn’t get in a
conference-based format. The Central looks good.
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The West seeding might come down to the wire, and there’s a temptation
to view their first round as the undercard to an inevitable Golden
Knights/Avs showdown in Round 2. Maybe it works out that way, but we
know enough not to get ahead of ourselves, so let’s focus on the
appetizer of one of those powerhouses facing a very good Wild team
while the other tries to figure out a Blues team that looked awful for most
of the season but has recently flipped the switch. By the way, the Blues
have never played the Knights in the playoffs and somehow haven’t
faced the Avalanche in 20 years, so if you’re a “fresh matchup” sort of
fan, you’ll get your wish.
The East matchups remain up in the air, but there really aren’t any bad
ones in play. We’re rooting for that Pens/Caps matchup, although that’s
looking a little less likely now than it did a few days ago. No worries,
though, because even if it doesn’t happen, we’ll get something cool.
Caps/Bruins? It’s the Zdeno Chara revenge series. Penguins/Islanders?
All sorts of Patrick Division baggage, plus some cap era bad blood.
Penguins/Bruins? One of the most underrated rivalries in modern history.
You can do this for just about any series that’s in play. OK, maybe
Bruins/Islanders doesn’t have a ton of history, but we could at least make
fun of Mike Milbury. The East should be great.
And then we get to the North, and the big one: the first Leafs/Canadiens
matchup in over 40 years. We’re not locked in yet, because the Jets have
decided to put third place back in play (and honestly, having the one
team nobody in Canada hates be the one to blow a Toronto/Montreal
series would be a great heel turn). But at this point, it’s at least likely that
we’ll finally get the first Leafs/Habs series in a generation, which will
splinter families and end friendships, the way all great hockey rivalries
should. Mix in an Oilers/Jets reunion three decades after their one-sided
Smythe rivalry, as we get to see if Connor McDavid can break the
postseason scoring record in one series, and the North will be must-see
TV unless they figure out a way to blow this.
I mean, just about all of that sounds pretty great. And sure, some of it
might fall through, or end up being pushed back to the second round.
Like we said, don’t get too invested. But it’s OK to start looking forward a
little, if only because outside of Dallas and Nashville, we don’t have much
to get excited about over the final two weeks.
Road to the Cup
The five teams with the best chances of becoming the first team in
history to win a Stanley Cup in July.
It wasn’t exactly unexpected, but the most historical news of the weekend
was Friday’s announcement that we can finally say that we officially have
a 32nd team.
TODAY MARKS A HUGE MOMENT IN OUR CLUB’S HISTORY: WE
HAVE OFFICIALLY COMPLETED THE PROCESS OF JOINING THE
NATIONAL HOCKEY LEAGUE.
TO OUR FANS, OWNERSHIP GROUP, PARTNERS AND THE @NHL –
THANK YOU. WE COULDN’T HAVE DONE IT WITH OUT YOU.
PIC.TWITTER.COM/WJYEHA60I0
— SEATTLE KRAKEN (@SEATTLEKRAKEN) APRIL 30, 2021
Condolences in advance to all the GMs out there whose entire long-term
roster-building strategy will be completely wrecked by the possibility of
losing their backup goalie or third-line left winger in an expansion draft,
you guys had a good run.
5. Toronto Maple Leafs (33-13-5, +38 true goals differential*) – I know, I
know, every time I put them here they go on a losing streak, and I’ll
probably get yelled at by diehard Leafs fans. But Toronto has all but
clinched top spot in the North, and their path out of the division isn’t any
tougher than the other top seeds will have, and might be significantly
easier. I do think whoever wins the North will be facing a very tough task
if they have to go on the road for the remainder of the postseason, and
there’s a case that nobody in the division should be in the top five for
exactly that reason. I’ll chew on that for a week, but for now, the Leafs
are rolling and I really don’t have a choice.

4. Tampa Bay Lightning (35-14-3, +42) – They started off the week well,
running their win streak to four before losing in a shootout to the Red
Wings on Saturday night, which you can’t even really get mad about it
when the other guys are doing stuff like this:
JAKUB VRÁNA JUST PULLED OFF THE FORSBERG IN THE
SHOOTOUT.
PIC.TWITTER.COM/ACN390FGN5
— SPORTSNET (@SPORTSNET) MAY 1, 2021
They followed that with a rematch win over the Wings yesterday. All in
all, a good week, but one where they didn’t gain much ground on the
Hurricanes, and they’re running out of time to get back into first. Of
course, if you’re hoping for that Panthers matchup, that’s just fine.
One more note about that potential Battle of Florida first-round matchup:
The two teams face each other in the final two games of the regular
season. If Carolina can hold onto top spot, those games could determine
home-ice advantage. Or they may just be about setting the tone for the
real thing.
3. Carolina Hurricanes (34-10-7, +43) – Hurricanes fans, how nervous
are we getting about the Rod Brind’Amour situation? Everyone’s always
kind of assumed he’d be back, and based on Elliotte Friedman’s report,
that’s still the most likely outcome. But it’s not done yet, and if he wants
his staff taken care of, that could complicate things.
It’s worth noting that nobody who follows the Hurricanes closely seems
especially worried, and nine times out of 10 these situations get resolved
and we all forget about them. Those one out of 10s can get messy,
though.
2. Colorado Avalanche (33-12-4, +52) – This week brought the first threegame losing streak of the season, as injuries seem to be catching up to a
team that had been rolling. Nothing that a series against the Sharks
couldn’t fix, though.
1. Vegas Golden Knights (36-12-2, +59) – They took the top spot last
week, and then held serve by beating a depleted Avalanche team in this
week’s head-to-head matchup. The two teams face each other once
more in the regular season, a week from tonight.
Meanwhile, be sure to check out Pierre’s interview with Bill Foley, which
includes the news that the Knights are hoping to have a full arena by
June 1. I really don’t think NHL fans and media have fully processed the
extent to which discrepancies in fan capacity could impact the playoffs,
and if Vegas can get to 100 percent that quickly then you have to think it
has the potential to give them a nice boost in a short series.
*Goals differential without counting shootout decisions like the NHL does
for some reason.
Not ranked: Nashville Predators – The biggest game of the weekend was
Saturday night’s showdown between the Stars and Predators, and the
two teams delivered … well, not a classic, but at least a close game, with
the Predators taking it 1-0 in overtime.
The win wasn’t quite the dagger that it could have been, since it came in
overtime and the Stars still got a loser point (their league-leading 13th of
the season). But it did put the Predators three points up in the race for
the final Central spot; Dallas has a game in hand, but Nashville will
almost certainly own the regulation wins tiebreaker. The teams don’t play
again this season. With the Predators moving on to face the Blue Jackets
twice this week while the Stars have to take on the Panthers and
Lightning and Nashville already at 77 percent to take the spot, this one
could be over soon.
The bottom five
The five teams that are headed toward the best lottery odds and trying to
figure out if we should call this an Owen Power Ranking.
We don’t know a lot about the Jake Virtanen situation yet, although we
do know that he’s been accused of sexual assault and placed on leave
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by the Canucks. Thomas Drance has more on what we know and what
happens next.
5. Ottawa Senators (19-27-5, -37) – They continue to show signs of
improvement down the stretch, and have been flipping standings spots
with Detroit for the last few days. It would feel cruel to put the Wings back
in the bottom five after finally setting them free last week, so Ottawa
keeps a spot for the 68th straight week. But it’s the end of the season,
which means by next week these rankings will basically just be the
standings, so if the Senators want out they know what they have to do.
And since it came against Ottawa, we can use their section to drop in a
mention of this:
The Cole Caufield era begins. Pretty solid celebration game too.
4. Columbus Blue Jackets (16-25-11, -49) – There isn’t much left to play
for down the stretch, aside from lottery odds and waiting to see if John
Tortorella can figure out a way to bench himself. The big stuff will come
in the offseason, and Aaron got to sit down with team president Mike
Priest on what the future might hold, including whether this is still a
reload and not a rebuild.
3. New Jersey Devils (17-27-7, -37) – This week saw them snap their 10game losing streak in style, with three wins in a row against Philadelphia
powered by 15 goals scored. Does that tell us more about the Devils or
the Flyers? You know what, maybe don’t answer that.
2. Anaheim Ducks (16-29-7, -49) – This has been a season short of
genuinely feel-good moments, so Saturday night’s Ryan Miller show in
the final home game of his career was welcome.
Here’s Eric Stephens on Miller’s career and legacy.
1. Buffalo Sabres (13-32-7, -59) – After a brief bout of optimism a few
weeks ago, the Sabres’ home stretch is going from bad to worse.
THE SABRES' SEASON SWIRLS AGAIN. UKKO-PEKKA LUUKKONEN
HELPED OFF THE ICE IN HIS FOURTH CAREER GAME.
HTTPS://T.CO/WEPHT6WHQI
— JOHN VOGL (@BUFFALOVOGL) MAY 1, 2021
Not ranked: Winnipeg Jets – So at what point is a slump not a slump?
That sounds like a philosophical question, and it kind of is, but when you
get to this point in a season it starts to feel important. Slumps come and
go, after all, and while you never want to have one at the wrong time,
they end. Unless they’re not slumps, but something worse.
So, the Jets. A little over two weeks ago, on April 15, they chased Jack
Campbell early and beat the Maple Leafs to move within three points of
first place. It was their fifth win in six games. Life was good.
Six games later, life is not good. The Jets were shut out by the Oilers in
their next outing, then dropped two straight to the Maple Leafs to put to
rest any hopes of a division title. Two more losses to the Oilers and one
to the Canadiens ran the regulation losing streak to six.
And now, the unthinkable is in range. No, not missing the playoffs — the
Jets are one of those teams that’s in barring a miracle. But a drop all the
down to fourth in the division is suddenly very plausible, with Montreal
just two points back (but the Jets holding the tiebreaker). That would
mean a matchup with the Leafs, and at this point maybe that’s the best
option, since the alternative is facing an Oilers team they’ve lost to six
games in a row. Nobody can stop Connor McDavid, but the Jets really
can’t stop him, giving up multiple points in all nine meetings, including
seven points in two games this week.
Those losses were part of an ongoing slump for Connor Hellebuyck, one
that’s cost him any hope of contending for a second straight Vezina.
Nikolaj Ehlers is out for at least the rest of the regular season, Mark
Scheifele got benched, and Kevin Cheveldayoff whiffed on significantly
upgrading the blue line at the trade deadline. This suddenly looks like a
very flawed team.

Of course, you always look like that during a slump, so if that’s all you
think this is, you’re not too worried. They’re still going to the playoffs, they
still have a dangerous top six (assuming Ehlers is back), and they should
have a goaltending edge over either Edmonton or Toronto. Oh, and if you
believe in knowing how to win, you’ll note that the Jets will also be the
only team in the North Division bracket that’s actually won a real playoff
round in the last three years.
They should be fine. They just need to end the slump. Assuming, you
know, that it is just a slump.
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Sportsnet.ca / After season of growth, Oilers finally a team to be
reckoned with in playoffs

Mark Spector

EDMONTON — X.
It has been inevitable for some time now, so it’s easy for hockey fans in
other markets to see the Edmonton Oilers clinch a playoff spot and
simply shrug their shoulders.
But for long suffering Oilers fans, whose team has made the playoffs
exactly five times now in this 21st century — and just twice in the past 14
seasons — it is time to stop, maybe crack a beer, and enjoy a long slow
pull.
With a 5-3 win against the Vancouver Canucks Monday night, the Oilers
clinched only their second playoff appearance since Connor McDavid
joined the team six seasons ago. Even though they were a playoff lock
when the pause hit last March, a loss in the Qualifying Round does not
qualify as a playoff appearance.
That loss to Chicago counted for only one thing: a hard, embarrassing
lesson that this Oilers team took to heart.
“Everyone left the bubble in a bad mood. No one felt great about where
we were at, or how that series went,” said McDavid, fresh off of lighting
the Canucks up with two goals and four points. “It was a good moment to
step back and learn from it. Learn what it takes to win.”
The first thing they decided was, it can’t be all about offence anymore.
And the first guys to make that decision? The players that had to do it
before anyone else would.
The two top scorers. The Hart Trophy guys.
“In the past we tried to come back from (a deficit) by cheating on offence,
and it was led by Connor and myself,” said Leon Draisaitl, early in the
2020-21 season. “Him and I, we figured out that, if you stay patient — if
you continue to play good defence — you’re going to get your chances.”
It’s been a theme that has allowed the Oilers to climb up to ninth in the
NHL in both goals against per game (2.68) and goals for (3.26). Take
those numbers, combine them with a goaltending tandem that has a save
percentage of .914 — ranked fourth in the league — and you have the
ingredients for a pretty decent recipe.
“That’s the recipe for a playoff team,” said McDavid. “We’ve found ways
to keep pucks out of our net, and offensively we’ve been pretty good.”
This was a team that got off to a 3-6 start. Since then they’ve gone 2811-2.
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Tyson Barrie, the UFA signing who is tied for third in points by a
defenceman with 43, looked back to an early season meeting on Monday
that stopped the skid.
“There were some new faces in here, myself included, and we were
trying to figure out where guys fit in,” Barrie said. “After the (3-6 start) we
had a little meeting and just realized, with the shortened season we could
be out of it really quickly if we didn’t turn it around.
“I don’t think there’s an easy answer for it, but we did a pretty good job of
digging out from that.”
Since Game 10, Edmonton had the three-game losing streak to Toronto
in February, and back-to-back losses in March that were sandwiched
between seven wins. Those are their only losing streaks. That’s it.

Sportsnet.ca / Foligno injury underscores Maple Leafs' challenge
balancing health, momentum

Chris Johnston

Morgan Rielly was asked if a team would rather arrive at the start of the
playoffs in top form or with a full complement of healthy players.
“Well both, I think, is ideal,” Rielly said. “But realistically that’s a
challenge.”

“The cool thing is,” Barrie said, “we’re winning high-scoring games, we’re
winning low-scoring games. We’re finding ways to hold a one-goal lead in
the third period, which isn’t easy. But that’s a sign of a mature and
responsible team.

This is the delicate line his Toronto Maple Leafs are trying to walk right
now and the challenge had just been underscored during Monday’s 3-2
overtime loss to the Montreal Canadiens that saw Nick Foligno miss the
final 27 minutes with an injury.

“Our ability to limit the losing streaks, the poor play, has been amazing.”

When you’ve still got games to play you have to play. And injuries are an
unavoidable part of hockey, which the Leafs have seen during a twoweek stretch where they’d already lost Justin Holl (puck to face), Zach
Hyman (sprained MCL) and Zach Bogosian (shoulder).

Ask the Winnipeg Jets how amazing that is. They’ve dropped seven
straight.
Remaining Time -1:29
McDavid putting team first before personal accolades
So, what’s happened here?
They’ve stopped importing leaders, for one.
Of course McDavid and Draisaitl — the NHL’s two leading scorers with
91 and 73 points — are fabulous. But they now lead by example. The
pair that led the NHL in scoring last season but combined to go minus13, now lead the league in points once again.

It really wasn’t clear what sent Foligno to the dressing room late in the
second period. He’d got his skates tangled with Joel Edmundson and slid
into the boards on his third-last shift of the night. And he grabbed at his
left leg after stopping innocently at the edge of Jake Allen’s crease
immediately before gingerly walking off.
The Leafs called it an upper-body injury, but didn’t provide any specifics.
“I don’t have any word on him, no,” head coach Sheldon Keefe said postgame. “We have a day off [Tuesday] so we’ll just see how it settles down
and know more on the next practice day [Wednesday].”

But this time they are plus-58 combined.

Remaining Time -0:33

“The leadership group with McDavid, Draisaitl, Nurse, Larsson and Nuge,
they really drive that room,” said head coach Dave Tippett. “Smitty
getting healthy and coming in to have a heck of a year for us … the
added depth has helped. Tyson Barrie has played very well for us. There
are a lot of factors.”

Foligno heads off ice in discomfort after shift

With his 13th snipe of the year Monday, Jesse Puljujarvi gives pause to
look back at the 2016 draft class. He now has more goals this season
than Patrik Laine (12), Matthew Tkachuk (10) and Pierre-Luc Dubois
(nine), all drafted in the Top 6 the year Puljujarvi went fourth overall.
Meanwhile McDavid became the first player to record 30 goals and 90
points within the first 50 games of a season since Mario Lemieux and
Jaromir Jagr in 1995-96.
Now, all that’s left for these Oilers in the regular season is to drag him to
100.
“I don’t know if we have to try and get him there. He’ll just get there
himself,” laughed Barrie. “This guy — he’s proven very difficult to keep off
the score sheet this year.
“He plays the right way every night.”
And as such, McDavid has led his team to the NHL playoffs. They are a
no-doubt divisional contender, and a team to be reckoned with.
Finally.
“It’s the first step. We’ve given ourselves a chance at it now,” said Barrie.
“Now we’ve got a shot to win the Stanley Cup. That’s what the goal is at
the beginning of the year.”
Sportsnet.ca LOADED: 05.04.2021
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Losing Foligno for any length of time would be particularly crushing under
the circumstances. He’s still getting up to speed in his new organization,
having dressed for just five games since coming over from Columbus at
the trade deadline, and there was next to nothing riding on the game
where he went down.
The Leafs basically have the North Division’s regular-season title
wrapped up, but are choosing to push hard through the finish. They kept
Foligno, Rielly, Jake Muzzin and Jack Campbell out of the second half of
a back-to-back last week but otherwise haven’t shown any inclination
towards load management beyond spreading around ice time more
evenly in-game.
“I think what we want to change [compared to] the past couple years is
you enter the playoffs rolling,” Rielly said. “Playing well, playing confident
and not stumbling. Like you’re confident with your structure, you know
what you’re doing and then you go and you execute well.”
They liked much of what happened at 5-on-5 against Montreal, where
they outscored their opponent 2-0, generated 88 per cent of the highdanger chances and 54 per cent of the expected goals. But the
Canadiens countered with a Tyler Toffoli power-play goal and Phillip
Danault’s equalizer with 52 seconds left in regulation with Allen pulled for
an extra attacker.
Cole Caufield then froze the clock in overtime for the second time in
three days.
“I thought we played well enough to win the game and it comes down to
just kind of a flukey goal to tie it up and send it into overtime,” said
Campbell, who made 20 saves.
Added Rielly: “I think if you break down turnovers, you break down oddman rushes, I thought we were OK.”
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The reality is that Foligno’s injury situation overshadowed the result and
another goal from Auston Matthews, who now incredibly has 18 to show
for his last 18 games and is lapping the league with 39 on the season.
Foligno was acquired from the Blue Jackets for a first-round pick and two
fourth-rounders — a hefty price that reflects the intangible qualities the
33-year-old winger carries. Keefe noted how much confidence emanated
from him when he first joined the group in the meal room at Winnipeg’s
Delta Hotel on April 21 and teammates have been impressed by his
willingness to make his voice heard in the dressing room so soon.
“It’s not easy joining a new team late, but we have a pretty open group in
there,” Muzzin said. “He comes in and he’s been vocal. He doesn’t want
to talk out of line, but I talked to him the other day about just being
yourself; he knows what to do, he’s been around.”
You could argue that Foligno stands to benefit most from these final
regular-season games because of his unfamiliar surroundings and now
it’s unclear if he’ll be in any position to play them.
He’s got four assists to show for his brief time in Toronto manning the left
wing alongside Matthews and Mitch Marner, and Keefe wanted to find
him minutes elsewhere just to get a look at other possibilities before the
post-season arrived.
“Every day I’m getting more comfortable with the room, the training staff,
the coaches, the system, but also full-well knowing there’s certain
attributes that I can bring that will help move that along,” Foligno said
Monday morning. “As my game starts to get more comfortable, more stuff
will come out.”
The sight of him hobbling off the ice three minutes before the second
intermission was worrying.
“Yeah it’s obviously not great,” Rielly said. “I think even in the weeks he’s
been here, he’s been able to lead and provide influence on guys and
[offer] different points of view, different perspectives.
“I think he’s been outstanding. He’s just kind of meshed right into our
group.”
Sportsnet.ca LOADED: 05.04.2021
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Sportsnet.ca / Canadiens' Caufield showing he can be counted on in
most crucial moments

Eric Engels sMay 4, 2021, 12:26 AM

MONTREAL — Cole Caufield didn’t get the Montreal Canadiens there,
he got them through.
When Caufield flashed into the slot and got the puck on his stick with a
chance to score the second goal of his NHL career, his second overtime
winner in as many games, there was no hesitation. He ripped it into the
top corner of Jack Campbell’s net and earned the Canadiens a 3-2 win
over the Toronto Maple Leafs at the Bell Centre.
It was their third straight — all three of them by way of comeback — and
a win that pulled them even in points with the Winnipeg Jets in the North
Division.
Both teams have five games left, the Jets currently have the edge
because they have 21 regulation wins to Montreal’s 20, but this is a race
because of a couple of young Canadiens players who have made a huge
difference at the most crucial juncture of the regular season.
One of them is Caufield — the five-foot-seven 20-year-old who was born
to score goals like the two he’s earned in five NHL games. As teammate

Phillip Danault put it after Monday’s win, “Cole’s very small, but he loves
those big moments.”
“That’s for sure,” Danault continued. “In overtime, he’s always there.
We’ve seen since the beginning, seriously, he’s got a hell of a freaking
shot. Really great addition, and at the right time for our team.”
Remaining Time -1:17
Caufield rips puck from slot for second straight overtime winner
Caufield came out of college in late March riding in on that Hobey Baker
high, ripping three goals and an assist in his only two AHL games with
the Laval Rocket before joining the Canadiens right when they needed
him most.
Nick Suzuki, 21, has been here since the start. He opened his
sophomore season on a seven-game point streak, he had 12 points over
his first 13 games, and then he hit a bit of a wall.
Well, Suzuki has taken a sledgehammer to that brick. His first two assists
in Monday’s game got the Canadiens to overtime, and his third was
notched before he took a seat on Montreal’s bench and watched Caufield
uncork the shot that won it.
With the performance, Suzuki unlocked his Schedule ‘A’ bonus, with 24
assists earning him an extra $145,122. It also extended his point streak
to six games, over which he’s been in on 10 of the 16 goals the
Canadiens have scored.
“I think he took a step,” said Danault. “I think he found his game—and
found his game every single game, too. It’s not one every two games. It’s
hard to get in the NHL, too. It’s the biggest value (when) you get your
game and you stay steady night after night.
“I think Nick is doing a great job. And he wants to win, he wants to be the
difference maker, too, and he is.”
It didn’t happen automatically. Suzuki rode through his struggles, kept his
head up, kept it in perspective that he’s a young player who’s frequently
going up against the best lines of the opposition and the best
defencemen in the North, and he never allowed himself to get
discouraged.
All along, the Canadiens coaching staff stuck by him and let him find his
way through.
“It was definitely a learning curve,” said Suzuki. “Last year, I don’t want to
say I was a little sheltered, but not always going up against the top lines.
Now I think I’m confident in going out and playing against whoever. Just
trying to build the trust from the coaching staff that they can put me out
there in important moments. I struggled a little bit during the middle
(portion) of the season, so just wanted to keep learning, keep improving
and just build my confidence against top players on other teams.”
It’s there now, and there’s something to take from that if you’re coach
Dominique Ducharme.
He must show the same confidence to 20-year-old Jesperi Kotkaniemi,
whom he rightly benched with nine minutes left in the third period. He
must show it to Alex Romanov, who had an even rougher first period
than Kotkaniemi and was moved from the first defence pair to the third
one in the second.
And Ducharme will, because he knows both those players are as
important to the Canadiens’ present as they are to their future.
He’ll have a tougher decision to make on Caufield once Tomas Tatar,
Paul Byron and Brendan Gallagher are all prepared to return from injury
— assuming no one else goes down between now and then. Because,
like Suzuki, Kotkaniemi and Romanov, Caufield can make a difference
now, but unlike them, he has only played a handful of games at this level
and does require more sheltering than the others.
That’s been obvious throughout each of the Wisconsin native’s games so
far, and this one was no different.
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But his game-breaking ability has shone through, as well, and it’s
extremely difficult to turn away from.
How many kids can jump into the NHL and not freeze up when the puck’s
on their stick with a chance to win the game? How many hop on against
John Tavares, William Nylander and T.J. Brodie and end up making the
best play on the ice?
Not enough is the answer.
But the Canadiens have one — a kid drafted 15th overall in 2019
because he’s a threat to score on nearly every chance he gets — and
they don’t have any others outside of Tyler Toffoli, who notched his 28th
of the season to tie Monday’s game 1-1 in the second period.
They have players who can score — Gallagher’s a two-time 30-goal man
who had 14 in 35 games before he suffered a fractured right thumb, Josh
Anderson has 17 goals and Corey Perry and Tomas Tatar are veterans
capable of chipping in.
But Caufield’s a natural at it, and Ducharme knows this.
“He’s handling the situations well,” the coach said. “He knows it’s an
adaptation for him, but, like all other young players, he’s getting through
it. At 3-on-3, especially with the space that’s on the ice, when he has a
chance to get his shot off, he’s very dangerous. Even in the first period,
he had an excellent chance on the power play (Caufield hit The Post). It’s
his biggest strength — the speed and quality of his shot, the force and
precision of it — so those are two big goals that he scored.”
It’s what Caufield has been doing ever since he began playing
competitive hockey.
“I think he’s done it all levels, obviously,” said Suzuki. “It’s a big moment,
playing against the Leafs. Back-to-back OT winners, and I was telling him
I haven’t gotten one yet. So, he’s got two goals up on me. That’s pretty
awesome for him and his confidence moving forward.”
Nothing should really hurt it, because every second Caufield spends with
the Canadiens right now is a bonus, and every game he plays offers him
an opportunity to show the situation won’t overwhelm him.
If Caufield continues to rise to the occasion, he’ll increase his chances of
playing when it matters most.
“I think you need to feel it (out) every game, depending who you’re
playing against and the matchups,” said Ducharme. “You need to weigh
the kind of night that the kid has, so it’s different situations. It depends;
you need to be looking at those things and making those decisions at the
right times. It’s important for a young player to be put in the situations
where they can succeed, so all those things matter.”
We’ll see how they factor in when the Canadiens need to get through the
playoffs, because they’re a step closer to making them thanks to a
couple of kids.
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TSN.CA / Habs hope physical play will slow down Matthews
Josh Anderson and linemates Jesperi Kotkaniemi and Phillip Danault
should see most of the five-on-five minutes against Auston Matthews,
Nick Foligno and Mitch Marner tonight.

By Mark Masters

Auston Matthews has picked up a point in all seven games against the
Canadiens this season. Toronto's top-line centre has also scored in the
last four meetings against Montreal.

"He's a pretty special player and he's been on a roll," said Canadiens
winger Josh Anderson. "It's going to be a really good challenge, but a
challenge that our line accepts. We like to have that mentality, that role of
shutting down the top line. We're going to do everything we can to not let
them score and try to be physical and not let them really have fun out
there."
Despite being slowed at times by a wrist injury, Matthews has been
remarkably consistent, scoring in 60 per cent of his games this season
(28 of 47). Lately, he's been even more lethal, with goals in 13 of 17
games.
"He has this aura around him where you can tell he expects greatness
out of himself," observed new linemate Nick Foligno. "It's fun to be
around people like that. It's neat to watch. Even as an older player you
appreciate guys who are good at their craft and Auston takes it very
serious."
Anderson and linemates Jesperi Kotkaniemi and Phillip Danault should
see most of the five-on-five minutes against Matthews, Foligno and Mitch
Marner tonight.
"Phil's that gritty centre when he wants to be," Anderson noted. "He plays
hard. He plays the right way. You saw the way he played against Connor
McDavid when we were in Edmonton. He was hard. He was skating. He
was physical and he had that mean side to him. We got to bring that."
Anderson was asked to compare what it’s like defending against
Matthews versus McDavid.
"They're two different players," he said. "With McDavid, he has so much
speed and so much skill and his hockey sense is off the charts,. so you
never know, really, what he's going to do out there. With Matthews, he's
grown a lot and you've seen what he's capable of doing this year. It
seems like he scores every game, so you got to always know where he is
on the ice. It seems that Marner usually likes to find him and he's pretty
good at that and Matthews [is good at] finding that open ice too. We have
to have our heads on a swivel and just know where those guys are and
play hard on those guys."
Foligno on Matthews: 'He has this aura around him ... he expects
greatness'
In his limited time with the Maple Leafs, Nick Foligno has already seen
first-hand the work ethic Auston Matthews has which has translated into
his success this season. Foligno notes that Matthews 'has a ton of fun'
but also takes his craft very seriously.
--Tonight is the first of three games between the Canadiens and Leafs this
week. As things stand now, the forever rivals are on a collision course to
meet in the first round of the playoffs.
"We just had a meeting about that, actually," revealed Leafs defenceman
Jake Muzzin. "We were talking about looking at a little mini-series here
against them. It's definitely something we've talked about and we're
thinking about. We're going to see these guys in the next three games
and maybe in the first round of the playoffs, so it's a little introduction to
maybe the playoffs here."
Toronto has won five of seven games against Montreal this season with
one of those wins coming in overtime.
"They defend really well as a team," said coach Sheldon Keefe. "They're
one of the top defending teams in the NHL in terms of what they don't
give up, so offence is a challenge to come by. So, you're expecting the
games to be tight and, for the most part, most of the games have been
tight so just got to be sharp there."
The Leafs won the most recent meeting 4-1 last week in Montreal.
However, every other game between the clubs has been decided by two
or fewer goals.
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"We look at our previous games and what we can adjust and get better
at," Muzzin said of the team's prep, "and what they might adjust as well
... so a little chess match here for the next three games."
Keefe stressed that the focus remains on the task at hand tonight and the
standings remain fluid. The Canadiens, after all, are chasing the
Winnipeg Jets for the No. 3 seed.

Despite being an NHL veteran, it still isn't easy for Nick Foligno to
transition to a new team but his comfort level has been aided by the
welcome he has received from the Maple Leafs. Foligno credits his
teammates and says he senses that everyone cares about each other
and believes that is an important factor in determining team success.
---

"We're looking up in the standings right now," Anderson said. "We're not
looking behind us. We're only two points behind Winnipeg."

Alex Galchenyuk celebrated emphatically after snapping a six-game goal
drought on Saturday night.

Playoff preview? Leafs anticipate 'chess match' against Habs

"I feel good," he said after the game. "Last few games I definitely played
better than the games before. I knew I got to be better and find my game
a little bit. But, at the same time, got to stay focused. Keep building. Keep
working on the same things and building that momentum."

The Maple Leafs and Canadiens will get reacquainted with a three-game
series beginning tonight in what could serve as a playoff matchup
preview. Jake Muzzin acknowledged the team is aware the two teams
could cross paths in the postseason but head coach Sheldon Keefe
reiterated that 'there's too many variables at play' to look too far ahead.
--During his time in Columbus, Foligno would jump into the arms of Elvis
Merzlikins to celebrate wins. After a recent Blue Jackets victory, the
Latvian goalie leaped up on his own wrapping his arms around his own
body.
"I was laughing at the jump hug he did to himself," Foligno said. "It was
pretty funny. I had to text him after."
After Sunday's practice, Foligno did a similar jump into the arms of
backup goalie David Rittich. The pair shared a laugh. It was another
example of Foligno looking comfortable with his new teammates and new
surroundings.

Galchenyuk has three goals and six assists in 21 games with the Leafs.
Come for the goal, stay for the celly
pic.twitter.com/KDYrv4VwDo

#LeafsForever

— Toronto Maple Leafs (@MapleLeafs) May 2, 2021
--After taking a puck to the face on Saturday night, defenceman Justin Holl
didn't make the trip to Montreal. Timothy Liljegren will take his spot
alongside Muzzin tonight. It will be Liljegren's second NHL game this
season.

Foligno has been praised for making a seamless transition to Toronto.

"I've been feeling good all year developing with the Marlies and just
waiting for an opportunity," Liljegren said after logging 15 minutes and 35
seconds of ice time against the Canucks on Thursday. "It kind of took a
couple of shifts there. I was so excited to play so it was kind of easy to
get going. I felt like I played a solid game. It was fun."

Merzlikins with an homage to Nick Foligno in his post win celebration.
#SoloJumpHugs #CBJ pic.twitter.com/dWkJjAHCju

With Morgan Rielly and Muzzin both sidelined for maintenance, Liljegren
and Ben Hutton played in Thursday's win against the Canucks.

— Alison (@AlisonL) April 28, 2021
"I must be a good actor," the 33-year-old said with a chuckle. "I feel like
I've screwed up a few things."
Muzzin, who was acquired by Toronto in a mid-season trade a couple
years ago, spoke to Foligno after he arrived and urged him to be himself.

"How well our D corps did the other night when we had the big boys out,
it was just a sign of how great our depth is," said Travis Dermott.
But that improved depth, especially the recent play of Rasmus Sandin,
may make it tough for Dermott to maintain a top-six spot once Zach
Bogosian returns from a shoulder injury in the playoffs.

"It's a credit to the guys for making me feel that way," Foligno said.
"Without having them get up and make the extra effort to make me feel
welcome and a part of this early on maybe it wouldn't be that way."

"Honestly, it's great," the 24-year-old insisted. "You can think about it in a
selfish way and go, 'Oh, damn, we got a lot of competition,' but we want
to win a Cup. So, that’s our goal and defensive depth is an important part
of that."

"Different guys handle those situations differently," Muzzin noted. "I was
maybe a little shy and kind of quiet until I felt really comfortable and felt
like a bigger part of the team."

Toronto has held its opponent to one goal in each of the last four games
while boosting their physical play.

Foligno is more outgoing, it seems, and actually gave a short speech to
his new teammates before his first game.
"I know who I am," Foligno said. "I'm comfortable with what I can bring
and I'm just trying to do that and slowly work my way into it. Every day
I'm getting more comfortable with the room, the training staff, the
coaches, the system, but also knowing there's certain attributes I can
bring to help move that along."
The Leafs have won five straight games since Foligno's quarantine
ended and he joined the group in Winnipeg on April 22. Foligno has
played in four of the games, producing an assist in each outing.
"They have something special here," Foligno said. "I've been on teams
when you have that 'it' factor. You have that room that runs itself and the
guys care a tremendous amount about each other. You can sense that in
this room and I think that's so important. That's what drew me to this
team ... They have the focus. They have the fun and they have the care,
which I think is so important in this league."
Foligno looks very comfortable with Leafs: 'I must be a good actor'

"It’s definitely gotten better," said T.J. Brodie. "Something we've focused
on that last couple weeks is getting stops behind the net, try to get pins
and get between the guy and the puck and create those battles and it's
definitely got better, but there's always room for improvement."
--Projected Leafs lines for Monday's game:
Foligno - Matthews - Marner
Galchenyuk - Tavares - Nylander
Mikheyev - Kerfoot - Simmonds
Thornton - Brooks - Spezza
Rielly - Brodie
Muzzin - Liljegren
Sandin - Dermott
Campbell starts
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TSN.CA / OHL teams file lawsuits against insurers after COVID-19
claims rejected
The Kingston Frontenacs and Sudbury Wolves of the Ontario Hockey
League have filed lawsuits against insurance companies alleging that the
insurers breached their contracts after refusing to cover the teams’
financial losses due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

By Rick Westhead

The Kingston Frontenacs and Sudbury Wolves of the Ontario Hockey
League have filed lawsuits against insurance companies alleging that the
insurers breached their contracts after refusing to cover the teams’
financial losses due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
The Frontenacs filed a $1.1 million lawsuit against Lloyd’s Insurance Co.
on Jan. 22, 2021, in Ontario Superior Court in Kingston. The team has
asked a judge to rule that the insurer is guilty of negligence and of
engaging in unfair or deceptive acts or practices. The Frontenacs have
asked a judge to demand Lloyd’s pay $1 million for lost revenue and
another $100,000 in punitive damages.
The Wolves, meanwhile, filed a $1-million lawsuit against Intact
Insurance Co. on March 12 in Ontario Superior Court in Sudbury.
Frontenacs lawyer Hovsep Afarian and Wolves lawyer Gord McGuire
declined to comment. Spokespeople for Lloyd’s and Intact did not
respond to requests for comment.
The OHL was the only Canadian major junior hockey league that did not
play a game this season. The OHL canceled its season Apr. 20 after the
Ontario government, amid a surging third wave of the coronavirus
pandemic, refused to approve the league's plan to stage a shortened
season in hub cities.

The Frontenacs did not detail their financial losses from shutting down
because of COVID-19. According to the team’s financial statements filed
in court in connection with a still unresolved minimum-wage class action
lawsuit (a settlement in that case has yet to be approved by a judge), the
Frontenacs reported a profit of $707,488 on revenue of $1.3 million
during the fiscal 2016 year.
According to the Wolves’ lawsuit, the City of Sudbury ordered the closure
of certain public facilities, including the team’s arena, on March 16, 2020.
The Wolves wrote in their claim that they submitted an insurance claim
for business interruption six months later, on Sept. 9.
On Oct. 5, Intact informed the team that it was denying the claim, the
Wolves said.
“Intact has thereby acted in breach of contract and is liable to the Club for
damages for same,” the Wolves wrote. “These damages are estimated to
be $1,000,000, the particulars of which will be provided before trial.”
Sudbury’s most recently available financial documents indicate the team
turned a profit of $90,638 during 2014 on revenue of $3.6 million.
TSN.CA LOADED: 05.04.2021
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TSN.CA / Matthews among star forwards testing limits of expected goal
models
At some point you run out of things to say about the season Toronto
Maple Leafs star Auston Matthews is having. With 38 goals in 47 games,
That pace would put him ahead of Washington Capitals sniper Alexander
Ovechkin’s 65 goals in 2007-08, the apex of single-season goal-scoring
marks in the modern era, Travis Yost writes.

By Travis Yost

At some point you run out of things to say about the season Toronto
Maple Leafs star Auston Matthews is having.

Since the pandemic began in early 2020, insurance companies around
the globe have defended allegations from policy holders in numerous
industries that they have wrongly refused to honour insurance claims.
Many disputes have ended up in court.

With 38 goals in 47 games, he’s playing at a 66-goal pace over a full
regular season. That pace would put him ahead of Washington Capitals
sniper Alexander Ovechkin’s 65 goals in 2007-08, the apex of singleseason goal-scoring marks in the modern era.

Major League Baseball and its clubs have filed a lawsuit in California
against three insurers who denied their claims over COVID-related
losses.

What’s so fascinating about Matthews this season, and in his career
more broadly? It’s the consistency with which he scores goals, and his
ability to surpass goal-scoring expectations on a routine basis. It has
been a common theme with Matthews since he entered the NHL in the
2016-17 season.

The Frontenacs allege in their 24-page claim that Lloyd’s drafted
“template rejection letters” that had the effect of “misrepresenting the
extent of coverage available … and discouraging the Plaintiffs from
pursuing their claim any further.”
The team wrote in its claim that COVID-19 is tantamount to structural
damage and should be treated like a fire or flood.
“The coronavirus has come into contact with and changed physical
surfaces and objects within the premises," the Frontenacs wrote. "The
presence of the virus on these surfaces and objects is a physical
alteration which renders them, and the premises, unsafe and unfit for
use. The coronavirus also renders the air in the insured premises unsafe
because suspended droplets or aerosols are physically present in the air,
and pose a risk of transmission through inhalation or contact with the
eyes, nose, or mouth. There is a physical change to the air in such
situations, just like there would be in the event of a gas leak or the
release of a poisonous substance.”

Expected goals – which are part and parcel of player-level analysis at
this point and quite predictive of future scoring for most players –
consistently underrate the danger Matthews poses in the offensive zone.
In many ways, Matthews has become the face of the next challenge for
hockey statisticians: how to improve the accuracy of expected goal
models with high-volume shooters.
In most cases, players float around their expected goal rates after
multiple seasons are logged. But high-volume shooters continue to test
the limits of public and private models alike. The more these players
shoot, the more goals they score – the famous Michael Scott adage is
worth recalling here.
But every rule has an exception, or in this case, outliers. Consider the
actual versus expected goal rates for Matthews since entering the
league, with his shot-on-goal volume overlaid. You’ll notice that his actual
scoring rates have persistently dwarfed his expected goal rates; you will
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also notice that shot-on-goal rates tend to have much more collinearity
with his goal scoring.
For his entire career – and on a base of 99th percentile shot volume –
Matthews has routinely beaten goal-scoring expectations outlaid by
public models. What makes Matthews so interesting is that raw shot-ongoal totals tend to have much higher correlation with his goal-scoring
rates than expected goals – expected goals being modelled off shot
volume and adjusted for factors that enhance (or diminish) scoring
probability, like angles, distances, and shot types.

Washington Capitals forward Tom Wilson set off a massive brawl during
the second period of his team's 6-3 win against the New York Rangers at
Madison Square Garden on Monday night.
The scrap occurred after Capitals goalie Vitek Vanecek made a save on
a Rangers shot. With a number of players tussling inside the crease,
Wilson began punching a prone Pavel Buchnevich in the head. Wilson
then followed up his battering of Buchnevich by body-slamming Artemiy
Panarin to the ice during the ensuing donnybrook.

By and large, this approach works, which pushes Matthews into outlier
territory. But it is not lost on me that the other outliers – players like
Boston’s David Pastrnak and St. Louis’ Vladimir Tarasenko, as two
examples – show similar trends.

Wilson received a 10-minute misconduct penalty and four minutes for
roughing. To cap it all off, Wilson flexed after making his way to the
penalty box.

Then there is perhaps the best goal scorer ever in Ovechkin. Anyone
who has built a model knows it can be broken by the extremes, and
Ovechkin certainly qualifies.

"I figure you should have some more respect for the game and for the
players," Rangers center Mika Zibanejad said of Wilson’s play. "I don’t
honestly know where to start, it’s just horrible. Zero respect. I don’t know
why I’m surprised, but yeah, just horrible."

Expected goal models have never been able to capture the lethality with
which Ovechkin scores goals, and in his case, that trend spans more
than a decade:

Wilson scored an empty net goal late in the third period for the Capitals.

That is a career-long trend of beating expectations. But not all players
with high shooting volumes are proportionally beating goal-scoring
expectations. In fact, it’s shooting volume that has become a canary in
the coal mine for high levels of variance and lower levels of confidence.
Few players generate more offensive volume than Ottawa’s Brady
Tkachuk, who has emerged as a high-end top-six forward with scoring
touch – all before turning 21 years old. But if I told you that a first-round
pick would enter the league and generate shots at the 99th percentile,
with the lion’s share of those shots coming from just outside of the net
mouth, you would probably think that player would be near the league
lead in scoring.
Obviously that’s not the case for Tkachuk. He’s a great player, but one
whose expected goal share always dwarfs his actual scoring:

With the Boston Bruins' win over the New Jersey Devils, the Rangers
were eliminated from playoff contention.
Wilson has an extensive history of suspensions. In March, Wilson was
handed a seven-game suspension after his hit on the Boston Bruins'
Brandon Carlo, who spent a night in the hospital after being slammed
into the boards.
Wilson also earned a 20-game suspension - later reduced to 14 games
by an independent arbitrator - for an illegal hit to the head of Oskar
Sundqvist during the 2018-19 preseason. That was his fourth suspension
in 105 games.
Before his suspension in March, however, Wilson somehow managed to
go more than two years without earning a suspension.
USA TODAY LOADED: 05.04.2021

If you think Tkachuk is alone, think again. Montreal’s Brendan Gallagher
and Florida’s Patric Hornqvist show a very similar career trend line.

1211740

The one qualitative factor we know differentiates this group from the likes
of Matthews and Ovechkin surely encompasses shooting velocity and
precision; high-volume shooters can find soft areas in the defensive zone
all day long, but if a player can’t find a way to play the angles and beat
goaltenders, the goals don’t manifest.

USA TODAY / 'You don’t belong here': Racism in youth hockey league
shows hurdles facing Black players

More than anything, I think this points to the limitations of what the
hockey stats community can reasonably do with the NHL’s Real-Time
Scoring System data – and I say this as someone who thinks the work
that has been done off of these data sets is extraordinary, compelling,
and has drastically improved our understanding of the sport.
But if someone asked me what’s the singularly most intriguing part of the
NHL’s push for puck and player tracking technology, I’d say it’s
understanding how goal scorers differentiate from one another and what
attributes contribute to goal scoring in the offensive zone.
When we get there, perhaps we will be able to look back on the 2020-21
season and better understand just how Matthews was able to string
together such a torrid goal-scoring season.
TSN.CA LOADED: 05.04.2021
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USA TODAY / Tom Wilson sets off massive brawl in Washington
Capitals' game against New York Rangers

Jim Reineking
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Chris Bumbaca, USA TODAY

ASHBURN, Va. — The first time a racist taunt was directed at Brandon
Bernard from the opposing team during a youth hockey game was bad
enough.
Players screeched monkey noises when Bernard skated past the
benches or controlled the puck.
Five times. Recorded on video.
Two months later, on March 6, came another taunt from the same team
at a game in Ashburn, Virginia. A member of the Ashburn Xtreme skated
up to Bernard and called him a “n-----.” Instead of retaliating, Bernard
went to the referee, just like his father, Lionel Bernard, told him to do.
Yet the Xtreme never publicly took any action against members of the
14-and-under team. When USA Hockey opened an investigation several
days later, the Bernards hoped for a quick and decisive ruling.
Lionel Bernard to his 14-year-old twin sons
You’re going to run across this thing. But note that you’re not the first
individuals who have faced racism in sports.
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USA Hockey ultimately suspended Xtreme coach Karl Huber for 10
games, hockey director Troy MacCormick for five games and an
unnamed player for three games. But the Bernards and the coach of their
sons' team, the Frederick (Maryland) Freeze, were not satisfied.
They didn't learn of any formal discipline until more than a month later,
and said the suspensions did not go far enough, failing to publicly
censure the club or discipline other players who were involved.
Now Brandon Bernard and his twin brother Landon, a goaltender on the
Freeze, say they feel isolated by their league and USA Hockey. But in a
sport that has a long reputation for being unwelcoming to people of color,
the Bernards are also finding support in unexpected places.
“I don’t think the game is as fun, as pure, as awesome, honestly, as it
should be if everyone can’t enjoy it,” said Duante’ Abercrombie, a
member of the Washington Capitals’ Black Hockey Committee, founded
this year and comprising community leaders who work to address racism
and grow the game in under-served communities.
“There’s an air of ‘you don’t belong here,’ ” Abercrombie said, “that still is
in many rinks in America.”
An ugly moment
Meredith Wivell, team manager for the Freeze, was working the
scoreboard on Jan. 9 when the team played the Xtreme, and she heard
monkey sounds coming from their bench during the second period.
Wivell alerted the officials and Huber but no action was taken, Freeze
coach Mike Gregorio told USA TODAY Sports.
LiveBarn, a video company that produces online broadcasts of amateur
and youth sports from various venues, had a feed running during the
game. “You better hope to God that doesn’t show anything,” Gregorio
recalled telling Huber.
The Bernard brothers have been teammates on the ice for nearly nine
years.
It did, though, as the monkey sounds were audible on five occasions.
Gregorio downloaded 30-second clips of each incident and sent them to
Frederick hockey director Tommy Demers.

Brandon (left) and Landon (right) played for Montgomery in the CBHL
before moving to the Frederick club. Here they pose with their mother,
Cleo.
“If this happens again, the first thing you should do is reach out to the
referee or coach. Don’t retaliate or get upset,’ " Bernard told his sons.
"I also told them that this is what you can expect when you’re playing a
sport that has a limited number of minorities playing it," he said. "You’re
going to run across this thing. But note that you’re not the first individuals
who have faced racism in sports.”
He pointed to Major League Baseball legends Jackie Robinson and Hank
Aaron, both of whom faced racial abuse from fans, opponents and
teammates and death threats from all over.
His father's words were in Brandon Bernard's mind the next time
Frederick played Ashburn and an Xtreme player called him the "n-word."
“The first thing I did when I heard it, (I) was angry, and then I calmed
myself down,” Bernard recalled, “and then I ran over to the ref and was
like ‘This, this, and this happened. It was so and so.’”
Since neither referee heard the slur, the game continued, but not for
long. A teammate skated up to Landon Bernard in net and told him what
had been said to his brother. Landon proceed to let the other team score
enough goals to invoke the mercy rule as a way to escape the situation.
After the game, the referees noted the incident on the official scorecard.
With no parents allowed in the rink due to COVID-19 precautions, the
Frederick group gathered under a tent outdoors in a tailgate-like
atmosphere. They were in a festive mood as the team was playing in the
championship game.
Although it’s usually Lionel Bernard who takes the boys to their games,
his wife, Cleo, was in attendance that night. As the parents wondered
why the game was running late, Wivell called her husband who was with
the rest of the parents and told him what happened. He relayed it to Cleo,
who walked away to compose herself.
“Imagine that’s how the kids ended their season,” Cleo said. “All sad and
stuff.”

Demers told USA TODAY Sports he contacted his Ashburn counterpart,
MacCormick, who asked if there was video of the slurs. Demers told
them there was but didn’t provide it. Nevertheless, MacCormick told him
the incident would be handled internally.

Racism won't be tolerated

Gregorio tried to confirm any discipline but discovered that no Ashburn
player had been listed as scratched or suspended in lineups filed with
USA Hockey, the national governing body for amateur hockey.

“(Hockey) is a very exclusive sport sometimes,” said Abercrombie, who is
an assistant coach for the men's hockey team at Division III Stevenson.

“We know somebody at the other club they played the next game,
nobody scratched," Gregorio said. "So we know nothing was done.”

When Abercrombie first heard about the incident involving the Bernards,
he said he nearly pulled over his car to vomit.

More than nine out of every 10 players in the NHL are white, according to
the data analysis website FiveThirtyEight, and more than three-quarters
of NHL fans are white, per a FiveThirtyEight/Ipsos poll from May 2020.

MacCormick declined comment when contacted by USA TODAY Sports,
and Huber did not respond to emails. The Xtreme had a statement on
their website that said, “There has been an allegation of racism raised
against a player in our club,” but it has been removed.

The majority of racist incidents that take place on the ice are not made
public or not reported through the proper channels, Abercrombie said.

Brandon Bernard said he didn’t think anything of the noises at first. He
thought the Xtreme were randomly chanting. But when Wivell informed
him of the nature of the taunts, “It broke me down,” Bernard said.

Tammi Lynch is a special educator in Maryland and co-founded Players
Against Hate, which aims to remove racism from hockey by educating
younger players. She is trying to address those unreported incidents and
collect data around them. Players Against Hate now has a tool that
allows people to confidentially report alleged incidents and provide
updates regarding potential investigations, discipline and solutions.

In hindsight, Gregorio said he wishes he'd filed a formal complaint after
the first incident with the Chesapeake Bay Hockey League and USA
Hockey SafeSport, which investigates abuse in the game.
'The Talk'
Almost every Black family has "the talk."
What to do when pulled over by a police officer. How to behave in certain
white-dominant spaces.
So Lionel Bernard sat his boys down after the first incident.

The Bernard brothers played for Mike Gregorio at Montgomery and
followed him to Frederick.

But it's not just about acknowledgment and punishment. To that end,
Players Against Hate is developing a curriculum Lynch is hoping to pilot
this year – with the help of the Capitals – that teaches players, coaches,
parents and officials that racism won’t be tolerated.
“We want to educate to eradicate racism,” Abercrombie said. “Of course,
the individual needs to be suspended, because they’ve shown they’re not
mature enough to be a part of competition or USA Hockey at the
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moment. So, suspend their ability to participate, but don’t just cut them
off. You have to rehabilitate, so to speak, so that this doesn’t happen
again and, honestly, so this individual becomes an advocate for race
relations in the future.”
Part of the discipline doled out to Ashburn, USA Hockey said, will include
educational training at the recommendations of the organization's director
of diversity and inclusion, Stephanie Jackson.

And that's why the Bernards sat on the videos with the monkey noises for
months before going public with their story. They feared it would be a
distraction and that other players may retaliate.
Landon, the quieter twin, is already on a pre-engineering track at Seneca
Valley High School. Brandon, who plays striker for the school soccer
team, is more of the reading and writing type — a future lawyer, Lionel
predicts.

One tactic to combat on-ice racism in the future, Lynch described, could
look like this: If an incident happens during a game, stop the contest,
announce to the rink what has allegedly happened and why it’s being
reported, and have a conversation about how those actions aren’t
tolerated.

“I want to be defined by my personality, and what I show,” Landon said.
“Not just the way I look, or my skin color.”

“You nip it in the bud and do that, but there still has to be official
guidelines,” she said. “And that’s one of the things that as an
organization we’re still working on.”
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The Bernards would like a more public statement condemning the
actions along with the discipline being formally announced. And, Cleo
Bernard added, more than one player should be suspended on the
account of the multiple players making monkey noises during the first
incident.
"I personally have not seen change that has come of (investigations in
general)," Lynch said. "And as a hockey mom, and seeing what’s
happening, I don’t see a change that’s coming. I see that there’s
situations where the victim or the target is blamed, where maybe a
person is not believed. In conversations that I have with people, some of
what I’m seeing in the reports, is that nothing is done and nothing has
happened."
Seen like any other player
The Bernard brothers have heard from many supporters throughout this
ordeal. The Hockey Players of Color Movement, a group composed of
players of color who mentor youth players, made a video that addressed
the twins directly and encouraged them to not let the experiences stain
their passion for the game. But Brandon Bernard said he thinks
Abercrombie was the ideal person to offer guidance.
“It was almost like I was talking to an older version of myself because he
had the same exact experiences as us,” he said.
Both twins wear glasses; Brandon with black rims, Landon's white. As a
forward-goalie tandem, practicing with each other is easy. Sometimes
they'll throw the pads on for a garage session if they don't feel like going
to a nearby rink.
Brandon plays forward on the ice and striker on the soccer pitch.
Prior to these incidents, Brandon said, the Bernards hadn’t experienced
explicit racism on the ice aside from the typical microaggressions, such
as a player skipping them in the post-game handshake line.
“Never thought anything about it,” he said.
The more Lionel Bernard reflects on his sons’ experiences, the more he
believes they can serve as an example to others on how to best handle
racism on the ice.
“When you’re this age, you’re very sensitive. As an adult, if someone
does those things to you, you can deal with it, you can process it,” said
Lionel, who immigrated to the United States from Liberia in 1986. (Cleo
also arrived from Liberia 12 years later.) “But at this age, it gives them
the impression they’re not wanted. They’re very peer-sensitive. If their
peers start talking to them this way, then that gives them the impression,
‘OK, I don’t want to play this sport anymore.’
“Our goal primarily is to make sure that this doesn’t happen to other kids
on the ice which leads them to quit or feel some sort of insecurity about
themselves in the long-term,” he added.

“I couldn’t say it any better,” Brandon said. “How I treat my teammates.
My game, too. I just want to be seen as another player.”

