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Unleash the Caniacs: More hockey fans will be allowed at PNC Arena in time for Game 1  

By Chip Alexander  

The Carolina Hurricanes will have a larger-than-expected 
home-ice advantage in the Stanley Cup playoffs, though 
exactly how much larger is still in question. 

This much we do know: Gov. Roy Cooper announced Friday 
that effective immediately he was lifting several of the state’s 
COVID-19 restrictions, including those on mandatory indoor 
capacities and social distancing, effectively opening the door 
for the Hurricanes to bring as many fans into PNC Arena as 
NHL regulations will allow. 

PNC Arena can normally seat 18,680 for hockey. Hurricanes 
president and general manager Don Waddell said Friday the 
team was still discussing with the NHL how many fans the 
team would initially be allowed to host, but that NHL 
ventilation standards would still limit PNC to about 10,000-
12,000 fans until the team can bring in additional HVAC and 
dehumidifying equipment. 

Waddell said the team had already started that process, but 
the equipment would take about 10-14 days to procure and 
install. The Hurricanes open the playoffs on Monday against 
the Nashville Predators at PNC Arena. 

“We are working with the NHL,” Waddell said. “Now that we 
know what the state requirements are, which are unlimited, 
we have to work with the NHL ... to talk about what they 
allow us to do. It’s all about how much the airflow is in the 
building. Our goal is to get as many people as possible.” 

Dr. Mandy Cohen, secretary for NC Department of Health 
and Human Services, said Friday that masks at large 
sporting events are still recommended, and Waddell said one 
of the NHL protocols is that anyone coming into the arena 
must wear a mask. That has not changed. 

How the Canes were prepping for fewer fans 

The state’s previous restrictions limited indoor arenas to 50% 
of capacity — at PNC Arena, about 9,000 — but state social-
distancing requirements limited the Hurricanes to 4,987 since 
the latest loosening of restrictions in late March. 

By utilizing more suites and creating bigger pods of fans 
within the stands, the Hurricanes were set to bump that to 
about 6,000 for the first-round series with the Predators. 

But that changed Friday with Cooper’s announcement. 

The Predators were set to have about 14,000 fans for their 
home playoff games at Bridgestone Arena, which was a 
concern for Canes coach Rod Brind’Amour, who said that 
would be a big advantage. Games 3, 4 and 6, if necessary, 
will be played in Nashville. 

The discussion about the disparity intensified Thursday as 
the NHL released the playoff schedule. Social media was 
abuzz.  

“I don’t think that really plays a factor in making decisions for 
our state, what other states are doing,” Waddell said. 
“Certainly from our end as a home-ice advantage, we looked 
at it, but I think people in the decision-making roles for the 
state of North Carolina are going to do what’s best for North 
Carolina, not what’s going on in Nashville.” 

The Hurricanes submitted an increased attendance plan to 
the NC Department of Health and Human Services late 
Thursday, Chris Mackey, NC DHHS director of 
communications, told the N&O in an email. The plan wasn’t 
approved or rejected by DHHS or Cooper because ”by then 
we were in the process of reviewing the CDC’s new 
guidance and have updated capacity limits effective today.” 

North Carolina senators Amy Galey (R-Alamance) and Lisa 
S. Barnes (R-Nash) sent a letter Thursday to Cooper urging 
that he allow the Canes to increase capacity.  

Logistical issues with larger crowds 

Waddell said the Hurricanes worked in conjunction with the 
Charlotte Hornets and the Charlotte Motor Speedway in 
seeking a change in capacity and social distancing 
restrictions. He called it a “pretty good push from all the 
sports organizations.” 

North Carolina’s COVID-19 capacity restrictions were to be 
loosened June 1, Cooper had said. 

“We’ve spent a lot of money and a lot of time making sure we 
did it right,” Waddell told the N&O this week. “We think we 
can do it right if we increase attendance. From our 
customers, the only complaints we’ve gotten is when 
someone doesn’t have their mask on all the time and that’s 
just going to be an ongoing thing anyway. 

“We’ve sent out surveys asking if people feel safe in the 
building. We’ve got the cleaning crews going up and down 
cleaning the handrails. The restrooms are manned. We’re 
doing everything we can to prove not only to the state but to 
our customers we have the best environment we can.” 

There are logistical issues to be resolved when suddenly 
opening up the arena to bigger crowds. Waddell noted the 
Canes have been short-staffed at recent home games, 
saying, “Getting people back to work has been very difficult.” 

Waddell said Hurricanes season-ticket holders would have 
first priority on getting the added playoff tickets.  

“Once we take care of everybody we need to take care of, if 
there is any tickets available, we will turn those over to the 
general public,” he said.  

Staff writer Luke DeCock contributed to this report.
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Could another rookie goalie help the Canes win a title, 15 years after 2006 Stanley Cup?  

By Luke DeCock  

The first Stanley Cup finals Alex Nedeljkovic remembers 
watching, he was 10 years old and he had $1 bet on Game 
7. He collected when the Carolina Hurricanes won, thanks in 
part to a rookie goalie who didn’t even expect to play in the 
playoffs, but found himself being handed the Conn Smythe 
Trophy at center ice by Gary Bettman when they were over. 

What happened to Cam Ward 15 years ago remains a fairy 
tale for goalies, the kind of bedtime story goalie parents tell 
their kids, especially the ones who aren’t playing that much. 

Stay ready! 

You never know what could happen! 

You could end up playing and winning the Stanley Cup! 

As Nedeljkovic put it this week: “Just to have a rookie goalie 
come in, play well, stand on his head, go down and win the 
Conn Smythe.” 

So here we are again with the Hurricanes heading into the 
playoffs with another rookie goalie ready to step in, and in 
Nedeljkovic’s case, perhaps even start Game 1. That’s the 
biggest difference between the two, among others — 
Nedeljkovic is not only an older rookie but carried the 
Hurricanes through the dog days of the season, while Ward 
was used sparingly until the playoffs — but there’s still a 
sense of the familiar to the scenario. 

Nedeljkovic is a 25-year-old rookie, with a slightly longer and 
more winding path to the NHL than Ward. He was a first-
round pick who was fast-tracked to the league and was only 
22 with one full AHL season under his belt when he made his 
playoff debut.  

But Nedeljkovic has also had some measure of career 
success of his own by now, winning the AHL Calder Cup with 
the Charlotte Checkers in 2019, then making the most of the 
opportunity created by Petr Mrazek’s injury this season to 
jump into the mix, stabilize the Hurricanes’ net and insert his 
name into the Calder Trophy conversation as the NHL’s 
rookie of the year — all after being put on waivers and going 
unclaimed in January. 

“Once I kind of figured it out and got to the right mental 
space, I was telling myself it’s just another game, you’ve 
been doing this your whole life,” Nedeljkovic said. “There’s 
nothing new, really. Just playing against better players. 
You’ve got to believe in yourself, that you’re good enough to 
be here. Good enough to make the saves.” 

He also became the first rookie to be awarded the Josef 
Vasicek Award by the Carolina chapter of the Professional 
Hockey Writers Association, recognizing cooperation with the 
media. (Ward won it as well, in 2008.) 

Looking up to Cam Ward 

It has been a long time coming for Nedeljkovic, who first 
came to training camp with the Hurricanes for the first time in 
2014 after they drafted him in the second round. He had 
some of Ward’s hockey cards and a puck and a plaque of 
Ward holding the Conn Smythe growing up. That fall, his 

biggest challenge before being sent back to juniors was how 
to get Ward to sign one of his hockey cards without it being, 
you know, super awkward. 

“I remember telling him one time that I was just holding the 
fort until he was ready,” Ward said. “It appears he has taken 
that next step and he’s ready to take on a more important 
role. There’s no better time to do that than in the Stanley Cup 
playoffs, if he gets that opportunity. It’s kind of crazy 
watching him this season, how things evolved.” 

Things evolved quickly for Ward in 2006 when the 
Hurricanes’ first-round series against the Montreal 
Canadiens started to go south. The Hurricanes went north 
down 2-0 after losing the first two games at home, and goalie 
Martin Gerber’s subpar performance was a big part of it. 
Gerber had been an absolute rock for the Hurricanes all 
season -- it was hard, at times, to even find spots for Ward to 
play — but he wasn’t quite right to start that series. 

After Ward came out of the bullpen and played well in an 
overtime loss in Game 2, coach Peter Laviolette pulled him 
aside at the team hotel in Montreal to tell him he would start 
Game 3 -- thrown to the wolves in a frenzied Bell Centre 
where Habs fans sensed not only victory but revenge for 
their elimination at the hands of the Hurricanes four years 
earlier. The Hurricanes won Game 3 in overtime and never 
really looked back. 

Ward’s lesson for Nedeljkovic, if he gets his chance: Have 
fun, a phrase Ward used to write on the heel of his stick. 

“I remember in the warmups for Game 3 taking a moment 
and just looking around and soaking it all in,” Ward said. “I 
remember telling myself, no matter what happens tonight, I 
was going to enjoy this moment. I think when you do that you 
play loose, you play with feeling. Fortunately, things all went 
great for myself in that first year. With saying that, I soon 
realized how difficult it was to get back in a situation like that. 
You never know how many opportunities you’re going to 
get.” 

Rod Brind’Amour’s decision at goal is uncertain 

Ward and Brind’Amour combined for only one more playoff 
appearance as players, in 2009, but Brind’Amour has led the 
Hurricanes to three straight postseasons as a head coach 
doing things very much his own way. That includes being on 
the record saying that the paranoid NHL practice of 
obfuscating who’s starting in goal is pointless, but as 
Brind’Amour tries to decide who gets the start in Game 1, 
he’s holding his cards uncharacteristically close. 

The argument for Mrazek is that if the Hurricanes are going 
to win the Stanley Cup, Mrazek being at the absolute top of 
his game gives them their best shot, and denting his 
confidence before the playoffs even start is not going to get 
him there. 

The argument for Nedeljkovic is that he’s played the best of 
the three down the stretch, and if he falters, there’s still 
always the option to go back to Mrazek at any point. 
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There’s even an argument for James Reimer, who’s third on 
the list statistically but has had the most success of any of 
the trio against the Predators this season. 

This much is certain: Just as it has been in the last two 
playoff campaigns, Brind’Amour’s decision-making is 
informed by his experience as a player.  

In 2002, the Hurricanes had to go from Arturs Irbe to Kevin 
Weekes and back to Irbe to make the Stanley Cup final, and 
Irbe even gave them a chance to pull a momentous upset 
there. 

In 2006, Laviolette consulted Brind’Amour, his captain, on 
the switch from Gerber to Ward. The Hurricanes would end 
up needing both, with Gerber returning to win a critical start 
in the conference finals against the Buffalo Sabres when 
Ward lost his edge, temporarily. 

Alex Nedeljkovic’s moment has arrived 

As a coach, Brind’Amour has never been a one-goalie guy. 
And whether through necessity, as when Mrazek got hurt in 
2019 and Curtis McElhinney completed a second-round 
sweep, or entirely by choice when he gave Reimer the start 
in the third and final game of the Hurricanes’ preliminary-

round sweep of the New York Rangers last August, he’s 
never been shy to switch. 

“You guys ask so many questions about goalies, and I spend 
so little time thinking about that,” Brind’Amour said. “I guess 
when you have two, or three now in our case, that you feel 
pretty good about, I’ve got a lot of other fish to worry about.” 

So whether Nedeljkovic watches Game 1 or starts it, he’s 
unlikely to remain in either position for too long. Ward, in 
2006, didn’t know his moment had arrived until it did. 
Nedeljkovic knows his has, whether that’s now or later. 
Ward’s past laid the ground for Nedeljkovic’s present. 

“Weirdly enough, Wardo (was) in this kind of similar situation 
that I’ve been in right now,” Nedeljkovic said. “We’ll see 
going forward what plays out.” 

Predators at Hurricanes 

Stanley Cup Playoffs, Round One 

When: 8 p.m., Monday 

Where: PNC Arena, Raleigh 

Watch: CNBC, BSSO

 

How the Canes became a Cup contender: Good drafting, good trades, and a little luck  

By Chip Alexander  

The Carolina Hurricanes are headed to the Stanley Cup 
playoffs for a third straight year, unprecedented success 
since the franchise moved to North Carolina in 1997. 

Successful organizations usually have a fulcrum point where 
things begin to turn in their favor, sports or otherwise. So it 
was for the Hurricanes, who won the Stanley Cup in 2006, 
returned to the playoffs in 2009, then suffered through a 
frustrating playoff drought. 

In short form: Justin Williams signed as a free agent in 2017, 
Tom Dundon became majority owner in 2018, Rod 
Brind’Amour was named head coach and made Williams the 
team captain, and the Canes won the No. 2 pick in the 2018 
NHL Draft. 

Don Waddell, the Canes’ president and general manager, 
later joked that he had a “lucky coin” in his pocket at the 
2018 draft lottery in Toronto. Talk about good fortune. The 
Canes moved from 11th to second. They took power forward 
Andrei Svechnikov. 

“A huge step,” Brind’Amour recently said. “He’s a big part of 
what we have here and what we will have moving forward. 
You can trace that lottery back to a lot of organizations that 
can be like ‘Hey, good thing we won that’ because of the 
player they picked up. I certainly hope that in 10 years we 
look back and that question will be even more relevant, that it 
was a big luck of the draw, in essence, but that’s how a lot of 
teams have been built.” 

Williams vowed to make the Canes relevant again in the 
NHL and did, helping lead them to the 2019 Stanley Cup 
playoffs. Svechnikov jumped into the lineup at 18 that 
season and did his part. The Canes, memorably called the 
“Bunch of Jerks,” reached the Eastern Conference finals. 

Brind’Amour oversaw it all as coach, the perfect man for the 
job. 

“It certainly helps to have good players,” Brind’Amour said. 
“At the end of the day, you can do a lot of great things if you 
have great players, and it’s hard if you don’t.” 

The Canes played the 2020 playoffs in the Toronto bubble 
because of the pandemic. They’ll have home playoff games 
again this year, although not with a full house at PNC Arena. 
Not yet. 

And Waddell probably has always kept that coin in his 
pocket. 

Here’s how this year’s team came together, through the NHL 
draft, trades, free agency and a little luck: 

Drafted 

Forwards: Sebastian Aho (2015, second round), Andrei 
Svechnikov (2018, first round), Martin Necas (2017, first 
round), Warren Foegele (2014, third round), Brock McGinn 
(2012, second round ), Steven Lorentz (2015, seventh 
round), Morgan Geekie (2017, third round). 

Defensemen: Jaccob Slavin (2012, fourth round), Brett 
Pesce (2013, third round), Jake Bean (2016, first round). 

Goaltender: Alex Nedeljkovic (2014, second round). 

Of note: Aho was the 35th player drafted in 2015, further 
evidence the draft is a crapshoot. Pesce was the 66th player 
taken, underscoring that point. Slavin was the 120th player 
taken. Point made in full. 

Trades 

Forwards: Teuvo Teravainen (2016. from Chicago), Jordan 
Staal (2012, from Pittsburgh), Nino Niederreiter (2019, from 
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Minnesota), Vincent Trocheck (2020, from Florida), Jordan 
Martinook (2018, from Arizona), Cedric Paquette (2021, from 
Ottawa). 

Defensemen: Dougie Hamilton (2018, from Calgary), Brady 
Skjei (2020, from NY Rangers), Jani Hakanpaa (2021, from 
Anaheim). 

Goaltender: James Reimer (2019, from Florida). 

Of note: Teravainen was part of the deal with Chicago that 
included forward Bryan Bickell. ... Hamilton was acquired 
from Calgary when the Canes traded Elias Lindholm and 
defenseman Noah Hanifin. Defenseman Adam Fox also was 
part of the trade but never signed with Carolina. ... 

Niederreiter came from Minnesota in the memorable one-for-
one trade for Victor Rask. ... The Canes gave up four players 
to get Trocheck from Florida.  

Free agents 

Forwards: Jesper Fast (2020), Max McCormick (2019). 

Defensemen: Jake Gardiner (2019), Joakim Ryan (2020). 

Goaltender: Petr Mrazek (2018). 

Of note: Mrazek signed a one-deal deal for $1.5 million in 
2018, saying he wanted a chance to be a No. 1 goalie, and 
later signed a contact extension.

 

 

NHL playoff predictions unplugged: Anonymous scout, coach and exec pick series winners 

By Scott Burnside 

Love this part of the NHL season, that pause before the start 
of that first playoff game, the anticipation of the puck 
dropping on that first series. 

It’s that first step into the unknown, the understanding that no 
matter how much we think we know about how a particular 
series will go there is an undeniable truth that a playoff series 
is truly a brand new sheet of ice, a place where the 
unthinkable is suddenly very possible. 

Remember Columbus and Tampa two years ago? Of course 
you do. 

With that in mind we reached out to a veteran NHL 
executive, longtime NHL coach and long-time NHL scout 
who have literally thousands of NHL games on their 
collective resumes with their thoughts on how the first round 
of the 2021 playoffs will unfold. 

North Division 

Toronto Maple Leafs vs. Montreal Canadiens 

We’ll assume that Carey Price will be good to go for Montreal 
and, as our coach pointed out, “that’s a massive factor in this 
series.” If, however, Price, who has not played in an NHL 
game since April 19, has to give way to Jake Allen an 
obvious mismatch will become even more so. Said our 
executive, the key for Montreal, if they have a hope of 
effecting what would be a monumental upset, will be to 
create some doubt in the Maple Leafs’ room early in the 
series. 

“Imagine the pressure on Toronto if they lose one of the first 
two,” the executive said. “Obviously Toronto’s goaltending is 
going to have to fall apart,” he added, a nod at first-time NHL 
playoff netminder Jack Campbell who will start for the Leafs. 
For Montreal, the key will be in their physicality. 

“I love their defense,” our coach said. “As far as being a 
playoff group, they’re big, heavy, they box out well. They’re 
tough to play against.” 

Getting Brendan Gallagher back in the Montreal lineup is a 
big factor for Montreal as is Shea Weber’s return. But our 
scout noted that sometimes adding players at the end like 
that doesn’t necessarily solve problems and may create 
others. Still, the consensus is the Leafs have too much and 
getting Zach Hyman back along with Nick Foligno just adds 
to the belief in our group that the Leafs will prevail in their 
first playoff series since 1979. There were some middling 
concerns from the group about the state of the Leafs power 
play but in the end a prevailing feeling this will not be close. 

“I just think Toronto has too much skill from top to bottom,” 
the coach said. 

Executive: Maple Leafs in 5 
Coach: Maple Leafs in 6 
Scout: Maple Leafs in 5 
Consensus: Maple Leafs advance 

Edmonton Oilers vs. Winnipeg Jets 

This series is a tale of teams headed in opposite directions. 
As you’d expect, lots of enthusiasm for what has been 
accomplished in Edmonton this season starting with runaway 
scoring champ Connor McDavid. Our panel had praise for 
netminder Mike Smith as well, although there was some 
concern expressed with the lack of a viable backup plan 
given the struggles of Mikko Koskinen. But assuming Smith 
stays healthy and/or does not wobble this is another 
mismatch on paper given how poorly the Jets played down 
the stretch. 

“There’s something off with them,” the executive said. 
“They’re not great defensively. I think Edmonton’s defense is 
probably better right now.” 

He praised the physical presence Darnell Nurse and Adam 
Larsson represent on the Edmonton blue line. There were 
also questions about the Jets’ forward corps as well including 
what version of Pierre-Luc Dubois will emerge for Winnipeg. 

“That’s a lot to write about for not much,” the executive said 
of Dubois’ much-heralded arrival in Winnipeg in a deal for 
Patrik Laine. While our coach felt early in the season that 
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Winnipeg had as good a chance as any team in the North to 
emerge, given their depth, their lack of focus and spotty play 
down the stretch has changed his thinking dramatically. 

“They’ve just struggled so badly,” he said. “Edmonton’s just 
flying right now.” 

Executive: Oilers in 5 
Coach: Oilers in 5 
Scout: Oilers in 6 
Consensus: Oilers advance. 

Central Division 

Carolina Hurricanes vs. Nashville Predators 

Perhaps a little recency bias at play here as Carolina finished 
16 points ahead of the Predators and yet there is a feeling 
that this series is going to be closer than that gap suggests, 
especially with Nashville sweeping a two-game set to clinch 
fourth place in the Central and keep Carolina from a possible 
Presidents’ Trophy. 

“Obviously Carolina is a great story,” the executive said. “But 
the one thing with Nashville is now they have an identity and 
they’re much harder to play against.” 

Added our coach: “I think this is going to be a tougher series 
than maybe some people are expecting.” 

Much of the credit for the Predators’ late-season surge has 
to go to Nashville head coach John Hynes. 

“Nashville’s going to run them out of the rink,” predicted our 
scout. But can they keep up with a deep, fast, physical 
Hurricanes team? 

“(Matt) Duchene, who knows what you’re going to get from 
him,” the executive said. 

Getting Victor Arvidsson back in the lineup will help, of 
course. But Carolina has too many game-breakers up front 
and our executive joked that he wanted to know which 
version of Vincent Trocheck was playing for Carolina. 

“I really like Carolina. Rod’s done a good job there. They’re 
fast. They come at you in waves,” the coach said. 

The biggest disparity is likely on special teams where 
Carolina is superb and Nashville not so much. Interestingly 
our scout voiced reservations about Juuse Saros in goal and 
that as good as he played during the regular season the 
playoffs are another beast. “A six-foot goalie is still a six-foot 
goalie,” the scout said. 

Executive: Hurricanes in 6 
Coach: Hurricanes in 6 
Scout: Hurricanes in 6 
Consensus: Hurricanes advance 

Florida Panthers vs. Tampa Bay Lightning 

Perhaps no series presented the kinds of variables and 
uncertainties for our panel than the first-ever Battle of 
Florida. Even as Nikita Kucherov and Steven Stamkos joined 
their teammates on the ice for practice Thursday there was 
much discussion about the ability of even elite talent to step 
into playoff level competition and how that would impact the 
defending Stanley Cup champions. On the other side of the 

equation, there was much discussion on who would start in 
goal for Florida: Chris Driedger or Sergei Bobrovsky (or 
rookie Spencer Knight for that matter). 

The feeling was that head coach Joel Quenneville would 
start the goalie with the best chance at winning Game 1 and 
not the one with the biggest contract. Our executive noted 
that Tampa added character role players like Zach Bogosian, 
Blake Coleman, and Barclay Goodrow to complement their 
star players last season and won a Cup. Has Florida done 
something similar this year with Patrik Hornqvist, Carter 
Verhaeghe, Alexander Wennberg and Sam Bennett 
supporting Aleksander Barkov and Jonathan Huberdeau? 

“They play hard and they’ve got a lot of skill,” the coach 
added. “Love Barkov. Love Huberdeau.” 

But in the end? “It’s so hard to bet against Tampa’s 
goaltending,” the coach said. 

The absence of Aaron Ekblad will be keenly felt in this series 
and our scout predicted that the Panthers’ blue line would 
cost them. 

Executive: Panthers in 6 
Coach: Lightning in 7 
Scout: Lightning in 6 
Consensus: Lightning advance 

East Division 

Pittsburgh Penguins vs. New York Islanders 

One of the first things that came up in our conversations 
about this series was the goaltending matchup and how it 
should heavily favor Semyon Varlamov and the Islanders. 
But as the executive noted, can Tristan Jarry do what his 
predecessor Matt Murray did when he arrived as the starter 
for the Penguins back in 2016 and went on to back-to-back 
Stanley Cups? No one knew who Murray was then, the 
executive noted. 

There was also the reminder of the beating the Isles put on 
the Penguins two springs ago with a sweep. 

“The physicality of New York is going to come into play here 
again,” the executive said. 

Can Pittsburgh counter that with their depth and a healthy 
Brandon Tanev? Our group loved the Penguins’ addition of 
veteran forward Jeff Carter at the trade deadline and how his 
experience as a two-time Stanley Cup winner in Los Angeles 
is another critical tool. 

“What a weapon,” our executive said. “The pressure’s on 
Pittsburgh to do something in the playoffs. I think Pittsburgh’s 
got a lot to prove. I like them a lot better with Carter.” 

Kyle Palmieri was the big addition for the Islanders at the 
deadline and he has been slow to make an impact at least in 
terms of point production although there is belief he will show 
better in the coming day. 

In the end, the edge the Islanders appear to have in the 
intangibles and in team defense and in goal was too much 
for the majority of our panel. 

“That’s a team that’s built for the playoffs. They’re mature. 
You’ve got to like that they’ve got skill up front but they’ve 
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also got their role players, their identity players and they’re 
hard to play against,” our coach said. “I think it’s going to be 
a great series.” 

Our scout relayed a conversation he’d had with a colleague 
about the East and how close it was and the feeling was the 
Islanders weren’t just the fourth team via points but in terms 
of likelihood of advancing. 

Executive: Islanders in 6 
Coach: Islanders in 7 
Scout: Penguins in 6 
Consensus: Islanders advance 

Washington Capitals vs. Boston Bruins 

This has the potential to be a classic heavyweight playoff 
battle and it comes down to a question of health and vibe for 
our panelists. And while Boston is technically the underdog 
in the series having finished in third in the East, there was a 
lot to like about how they’ve come together especially with 
Mike Reilly’s addition to the blue line and Taylor Hall’s play 
and his fit with another good offseason signing Craig Smith 
and the veteran David Krejci. 

“Krejci’s so smart and Smith’s got the hands,” our executive 
said. “I thought that was a great signing. It’s been a really 
good fit for him and he does a lot of really good things.” 

The Capitals? How is Alex Ovechkin’s health? Justin 
Schultz? What about the Washington goaltending with Ilya 
Samsonov just coming off the COVID-19 protocol list? 

“What about (Anthony) Mantha? Has he gone cold?” the 
executive asked knowing the answer. Mantha has gone 10 
games without a goal. The goaltending depth heavily favors 
Boston with veteran Tuukka Rask and sensational rookie 
Jeremy Swayman giving Boston a formidable one-two 
punch. 

“Huge advantage,” the executive said. “I’m not disrespecting 
Washington. But there’s something off here. Maybe their 
best goalie is Craig Anderson. Seriously. Maybe they should 
have played him more.” 

Our coach loves the matchup of special teams, size and 
physicality. 

“For me, I think this is going to be a real good series,” he 
said. “Both teams can play real heavy hockey and I think 
you’re going to see a lot of heavy hitting and hard games.” 

For our scout some of the underlying events surrounding the 
team with Samsonov and Evgeny Kuznetsov landing in the 
team doghouse and then the COVID-19 protocol list, the 
injury to Ovechkin and the Tom Wilson incident in New York 
give him pause in making a prediction. 

“There’s some underbelly stuff that’s happening there,” he 
said. For him, he felt the will to win might be greater for the 
Bruins than the Capitals. 

Executive: Bruins in 5 
Coach: Bruins in 6 
Scout: Bruins in 6 
Consensus: Bruins advance 

West Division 

Colorado Avalanche vs. St. Louis Blues 

It was perhaps our coach who put it best. We asked to 
indulge us two different scenarios as we spoke before 
Thursday’s action that saw Colorado pass Vegas for top spot 
in the West Division. 

“I would have a hard time picking anybody over Colorado,” 
the coach said. Our scout was even more succinct: 
“Colorado. I don’t care who they play.” 

And even though St. Louis is now pretty much healthy with 
Colton Parayko back in the lineup and Ryan O’Reilly playing 
at the top of his game our panel is fully on board the 
Avalanche train. Our executive began listing the Avs depth 
pieces: Andre Burakovsky, Nazem Kadri, Brandon Saad. 
“They have a really nice team,” he said. “They’re just too 
talented up front. I mean, they’re just too deep, they’re fast, 
they’re talented. (Philipp) Grubauer, he’s had a good year.” 

Our coach added this thought, that in spite of the magic of 
McDavid “there were lots of nights watching Colorado play 
and I think to myself that (Nathan) MacKinnon is the best 
player in the league. Just the way he impacts all areas of the 
game.” 

The top Colorado trio of MacKinnon, Gabriel Landeskog and 
Mikko Rantanen simply set the tone for the rest of the group, 
the scout added. 

“They’re not just driving the bus they’re carrying it down the 
road.” 

Executive: Avalanche in 6 
Coach: Avalanche in 6 
Scout: Avalanche in 6 
Consensus: Avalanche advance. 

Vegas Golden Knights vs. Minnesota Wild 

Not a particularly good matchup for Vegas, who struggled 
against the Wild this season especially when it came to 
breakouts and establishing plays off the rush finishing 3-4-1 
and just one regulation win. And our panel has much respect 
for the work done by Minnesota GM Bill Guerin and head 
coach Dean Evason. 

“They’ve got a pretty good fucking team that’s hard to 
handle,” our executive said. “They’re a real team.” 

Our coach loves how some of the young Wild players, led by 
presumptive rookie of the year Kirill Kaprisov, Joel Eriksson 
Ek and Kevin Fiala, have come into their own under Evason. 
But, (and you knew this was coming didn’t you) there is, for 
our panel, just too much to like about Vegas in spite of the 
challenge Minnesota presents. 

“(Marc-Andre) Fleury’s been fantastic,” the executive said. 
“They wanted to kick him to the curb and he wouldn’t let 
them.” 

Our scout had high praise for Vegas head coach Pete 
DeBoer and how he has kept this Vegas team right on the 
path throughout this crazy season. 
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“They’ve played like they’re on a mission,” the scout said. “I 
think they’re too good in net and they’re too good in a lot of 
places. And Mark Stone? Oh my God, he’s a good player.” 

Our scout loves the four-line structure of the Golden Knights 
and a defense anchored by Alex Pietrangelo. “He’s got 
another gear, and he knows winning,” the scout said. “He’s 
the wild card by far and I think Stone is playing with the same 

drive and determination that MacKinnon is which is 
dangerous. I think they feel this is their time.” 

Executive: Golden Knights in 7 
Coach: Golden Knights in 6 
Scout: Golden Knights in 6 
Consensus: Golden Knights advance

 

Hurricanes expect to increase attendance for playoffs as North Carolina eases restrictions 

By Sara Civian 

All the suspicions about what it meant when Hurricanes GM 
Don Waddell scheduled a news conference to take place 30 
minutes after North Carolina Governor Roy Cooper’s news 
conference were confirmed on Friday: As of next Monday 
(the first day of the Stanley Cup playoffs for the Hurricanes), 
Waddell’s team has been given the green light to increase 
capacity at PNC Arena. 

The team hasn’t yet determined how many more fans it will 
be able to handle. The current capacity is 6,000, and 
Waddell estimated it could be as much as double that. 

“Now that we know that the state requirements are unlimited 
(capacity), we have to work with the NHL,” he said. “We have 
a call starting soon. We have to talk about what they’ll allow 
us to do.” 

Cooper’s announcement was that, in accordance with new 
CDC guidelines, the state of North Carolina is lifting all 
mandatory capacity and gathering limits and social-distance 
requirements — effective immediately. 

The main concern regarding getting more people in a hockey 
arena is airflow, and this is trickier in a warmer climate due to 
the humidity.  

“I’m not an engineer, but I know the league wants to have 25 
CFPM (cubic feet per minute) coming into the building per 
fan,” Waddell said. “All the cities in the league that have this 
(air-flow) issue are the warmer-climate cities because it’s not 
just about pumping air in, but with pumping warm air, you’re 
going to create a lot more issues from a humidity standpoint 
that affects the ice. 

“The main goal here is keeping the airflow for our players 
and our customers, but you have to keep in mind you have to 
keep the ice at a certain temperature. … It’s not just pumping 
the air in the building. It’s pumping cool air in the building, 
which takes different equipment. We’ve actually been 
working on this for a month now. It’s all stuff you rent, and 
other teams have used in years past. We didn’t think it was 
going to happen this quickly, obviously.” 

The team was planning to have it all figured out by June 1. 
Waddell said he’d know more on specific capacity within 24 
to 36 hours and estimated it could be 10,000 to 12,000, 
much closer to Round 1 opponent Nashville’s 12,135. 

Many had pointed out the irony of the Hurricanes owning 
home-ice advantage while planning to allow in less than half 
of the Predators’ capacity. 

“I don’t think what other states are doing really plays a factor 
into what we’re doing,” Waddell said. “As far as home-ice 

advantage, we looked at it. But I think people in these 
decision-making roles for the state of North Carolina are 
going to do what’s best for the North Carolinians.” 

Waddell said he sent a letter to Cooper explaining the 
measures the Hurricanes have been taking and emphasizing 
the team’s willingness to work together to increase 
attendance for the playoffs, and then two North Carolina 
senators wrote a letter to Cooper on Thursday urging him to 
reconsider “his decision to reject the Carolina Hurricanes’ 
application to increase capacity limits during their upcoming 
playoff run.” 

Waddell wouldn’t go so far as to call his letter an application 
or the response a denial but said that he sent another letter 
Thursday explaining the team’s position. There have been 
other interested parties, as well. 

“Certainly we’re not the only one in this space that is trying to 
increase attendance — our partners in Charlotte in the 
Hornets, and (Charlotte Motor) Speedway’s got a big race 
coming up. We’ve all worked together and kept everybody 
informed of what’s going on. It was a pretty good push from 
all the different sports organizations.” 

There will be much more information about how to acquire 
tickets in the next 48 hours. Season-ticket holders will get 
first dibs. 

“We haven’t been able to take care of all of our season-ticket 
members,” Waddell said. “Trust me: My phone and email are 
full of people that are disappointed they couldn’t get tickets, 
so they will be the first choice, 100 percent. … Then, once 
we know capacity, if there are tickets available, we will turn 
those over to the general public. But the No. 1 concern for us 
is to take care of the people that have been very supportive 
of this franchise for a very long time.” 

Waddell also noted that during the playoffs the NHL holds a 
certain number of tickets for broadcasters, the NHLPA and 
other employees, so you might see some of those open up 
about 24 hours before the game. 

As for masks, it appears the rules won’t change at PNC 
Arena. Although Cooper lifted “most mandatory mask 
requirements (excluding public transportation, childcare, 
schools, prisons and certain public health settings), the NHL 
has its own mandate. 

“The NHL still has a protocol in place that anyone entering 
the building has to wear masks,” he said. “So (navigating 
both the state guidelines and the NHL guidelines) is going to 
be a challenge for our staff. As everyone (in the public) is 
reading the CDC and state guidelines, we also have NHL 
guidelines that we need to follow and that we will follow.”
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NC’s relaxed COVID rules means more Hurricanes fans at PNC Arena 

The team is expecting to have 10,000-12,000 at Monday's 
Game 1 of its first-round series with Nashville 

By Cory Lavalette 

RALEIGH — The Carolina Hurricanes have called PNC 
Arena “The Loudest House in the NHL.” 

It’s about to get louder. 

Shortly after North Carolina Gov. Roy Cooper’s 
announcement that he was lifting all social distancing 
COVID-19 mandates, Hurricanes GM and president Don 
Waddell said the team will be able to host more fans for its 
playoff games starting with Monday’s Game 1 against the 
Nashville Predators at 8 p.m. 

Waddell said the Hurricanes, NBA’s Charlotte Hornets and 
Charlotte Motor Speedway combined for “a pretty good push 
from all the different sports organizations” to attempt to sway 
Cooper to lift the state’s restrictions. 

Waddell said the team hopes to have 10,000-12,000 fans to 
start and will know more in the next 24 hours after consulting 
with the NHL. 

“Now that we know what the state requirements are, which is 
unlimited, we have to work with the NHL,” Waddell said 
during a Zoom press conference Friday. “We have a call, 
starting very soon, to talk about what they’ll allow us to do.” 

One thing that won’t be allowed is not wearing a mask. While 
the state lifted its mask mandate for most circumstances, 
including large indoor events, with Friday’s announcement, 
the NHL’s rules still require that those attending games wear 
a mask. 

“The state may be lifting, as we know, the mask mandate … 
but the NHL still has a protocol in place that anybody 
entering the building has to wear a mask,” Waddell said. 

“It’s going to be a challenge for our staff because everybody 
is reading CDC and state guidelines, but we have NHL 
guidelines. Because we’re a member of the National Hockey 
League, we need to follow them, and we will follow them.” 

The Predators were authorized by the Nashville health 
department and the NHL earlier in the week to have 12,135 
people — about 70% capacity — for their home playoff 
games against the Hurricanes at Bridgestone Arena. 

And now the Hurricanes will go from having nearly 5,000 
fans in PNC Arena to an amount nearly matching what will 
be in Nashville — and that can make a difference, 
Hurricanes coach Rod Brind’Amour said. 

“It was a big deal playing in there with that amount of fans,” 
Brind’Amour said playing in front of a bigger crowd in 
Nashville at the end of the season. “The energy level was 
intense and it felt great. … That’s a big advantage, there’s no 
doubt about it.” 

The Hurricanes host Games 1 and 2 on Monday and 
Wednesday, respectively, at 8 p.m. Game 3 will be in 
Nashville at 7 p.m. next Friday, while game time for Sunday’s 
Game 4 has not been announced. 

If necessary, the series would shift back to Raleigh for Game 
5 on May 25, followed by Game 6 back in Nashville on May 
27. A Game 7 would be played on Saturday, May 29, if 
needed. The times for all three of those games have not 
been announced.
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PNC Arena Capacity to Increase for Stanley Cup Playoffs 

Canes aiming to have between 10,000-12,000 fans in the 
building 

By Michael Smith 

The Loudest House in the NHL just got louder. 

Capacity at PNC Arena is expected to increase to around 
10,000-12,000 for the beginning of the 2021 Stanley Cup 
Playoffs, according to Carolina Hurricanes President and 
General Manager Don Waddell. 

North Carolina Gov. Roy Cooper on Friday lifted state 
capacity restrictions, a move that previously wasn't expected 
until June 1. The Canes are now working with the National 
Hockey League to determine an exact capacity number 
moving forward. 

"Our goal is to get as many people as possible," Waddell 
said. 

In the absence of state capacity restrictions, the Canes still 
have to abide by the NHL's new air flow requirements, a 
project for which the team has fielded three bids, including 
one local bid, which could expedite installation. 

"We've actually been working on this for some months now 
about what equipment we'd need," Waddell said. "We're 
going to fast-forward our talks about bringing equipment in, 
which could help increase attendance even more." 

Even though the state also lifted its mask mandate - this on 
the heels of the CDC's new relaxed mask-wearing guidelines 
for the vaccinated population - masks will still be required 
inside PNC Arena due to NHL protocol. 

Additional ticket inventory will be made first available to 
Canes Season Ticket Members. Any remaining tickets will go 
on sale to the general public on Sunday, May 16 at 12 p.m.

 

First Round Series Preview: Hurricanes vs. Predators 

Canes enter playoffs as Central Division's top seed 

By Michael Smith 

For as long as they've been in North Carolina, the Carolina 
Hurricanes had not qualified for the Stanley Cup Playoffs in 
three consecutive seasons until this year. 

Their ascent to a perennial contender began in 2018-19, 
when they surged up the standings in the second half of the 
season to break a decade-long playoff drought. The Canes 
then re-captured the hearts and minds of a yearning fanbase 
in a magical run to the Eastern Conference Final. That was 
only the beginning. 

Though they bowed out in the First Round after sweeping 
their way through the Stanley Cup Qualifiers in the Toronto 
bubble, the Canes took another step in the 2020 postseason. 
Still, it was only a step. 

The 2020-21 regular season, in all its uniqueness and with 
all of its challenges, was about the Canes establishing 
themselves as an elite team in the National Hockey League. 
They did just that, finishing atop the Central Division to claim 
their first division title since 2005-06. 

The Canes worked night in and night out, winning 36 of 56 
games and failing to earn a point in just 12 outings, to put 
themselves in prime position to make another run at the Cup. 
That, after all, is the ultimate goal, and the journey begins in 
the First Round of the 2021 Stanley Cup Playoffs with a 
match-up against the Nashville Predators, the first-ever 
postseason meeting between these two teams. 

"The expectation here is to win," head coach Rod 
Brind'Amour said. "We've got a long road ahead of us, and 
it's going to be a huge challenge, but that's the expectation." 

The Match-Up 

(1) Carolina Hurricanes vs. (4) Nashville Predators 

Game 1: Monday, May 17 | 8 p.m. | PNC Arena 
Game 2: Wednesday, May 19 | 8 p.m. | PNC Arena 
Game 3: Friday, May 21 | 7 p.m. | Bridgestone Arena 
Game 4: Sunday, May 23 | TBA | Bridgestone Arena 
Game 5*: Tuesday, May 25 | TBA | PNC Arena 
Game 6*: Thursday, May 27 | TBA | Bridgestone Arena 
Game 7*: Saturday, May 29 | TBA | PNC Arena 

*If necessary 

By the Numbers 

2020-21 REGULAR SEASON STATS 

36-12-8 Record 31-23-2 

80 Points 64 

3.13 Goals per game 2.70 

2.39 
Goals against per 

game 
2.75 



 

CAROLINA HURRICANES 
NEWS CLIPPINGS • May 16, 2021 

 

25.6% Power Play 17.6% 

85.2% Penalty Kill 75.4% 

32.0 Shots for per game 30.0 

28.2 
Shots against per 

game 
31.3 

53.9% Faceoffs 51.7% 

CAROLINA   NASHVILLE 

Carolina leading scorer: Sebastian Aho, 57 points (24g, 33a) 
in 56 games 

Nashville leading scorer: Roman Josi, 33 points (8g, 25a) in 
48 games 

Revisiting the Season Series 

The Canes dominated the first six games of the season 
series, going 6-0-0 and outscoring the Predators 23-9 in 
those games. By the time the puck dropped in the final two 
games of the regular season in Nashville, the Canes had 
already clinched the Central Division title, while the 
Predators were fighting to secure their seventh consecutive 
playoff berth. 

"We played them 4 or 5 teams without their full lineup. You 
could tell it was a big difference," Brind'Amour said. "When 
they got healthy, they kind of got their game going. I think 
they were a little bit all over the place, maybe because of the 
injuries. All of a sudden, the last month or month and a half, 
that was the team everyone expected to see from the get-
go." 

Jan. 18: Hurricanes 4, Predators 2 

In what was the Canes' last game before being shut down for 
a week due to a COVID-19 outbreak, they rebounded from a 
season-opening split in Detroit to double up the Predators, 4-
2. Andrei Svechnikov, Sebastian Aho and Vincent Trocheck 
each recorded a goal and an assist, while James Reimer 
stopped 31 pucks in his first start of the season. 

"You just get in there, try to play your game and trust it. 
Know that you're going to make mistakes and that's all right," 
Reimer said. "Just stay with it, trust it and hopefully it's a 
good outcome." 

March 2: Hurricanes 4, Predators 2 

The Canes fended off a two-goal push in the third period 
from the Predators to come away with a 4-2 win. Steven 
Lorentz tallied his first career goal in the NHL, which held up 
as the game-winner, while Aho added two goals, including 
an empty-netter late in regulation. 

"It makes me so happy to know that those guys are all 
excited for me to. The team camaraderie here is so nice," 
Lorentz said. "Everyone is one big family. It's nice to a be a 
part of, and it's nice to contribute." 

March 9: Hurricanes 3, Predators 2 (OT) 

Jordan Staal netted two goals, including the overtime winner, 
to lead the Canes to their sixth straight win in a 3-2 final 
against Nashville. Special teams was critical in the victory, as 
the Canes' power play finished 2-for-6, while the penalty kill 
was a spotless 5-for-5. 

"Jordan Staal won us the game," Brind'Amour said. "He was 
a monster in every aspect. Our penalty kill was great. Who's 
part of that? Our power play came through. Who's part of 
that? In overtime, who scores the goal?" 

March 11: Hurricanes 5, Predators 1 

The Canes scored three goals in a span of 2:21 in the first 
period to establish a commanding 3-0 lead in a game they 
would win, 5-1. Morgan Geekie, Brock McGinn and Dougie 
Hamilton struck quickly, while the Canes finished 3-for-3 on 
the power play to stretch their power-play goal scoring streak 
to seven games. 

"We were pretty opportunistic tonight, especially early," said 
Reimer, who finished with 32 saves on 33 shots. "Didn't 
really give them a sniff. That's what you want to do." 

April 15: Hurricanes 4, Predators 1 

Trocheck and Svechnikov each recorded two points in the 
Canes' 4-1 win over Nashville. Warren Foegele got the 
Canes on the board late in the first period, Svechnikov 
doubled his team's lead just 14 seconds into the second and 
from there, the team rolled. 

"Not a great first period. Petr made some good saves, and it 
was nice to get a lead," head coach Rod Brind'Amour 
assessed. "We had a real good second. That looked more 
like how we want to play. That was the difference in the 
game." 

April 17: Hurricanes 3, Predators 1 

The Canes capped a season-long, eight-game homestand 
with a 3-1 win against the Predators, and it began with 
probably the most dominating 20 minutes of the season. The 
Canes recorded 24 shots on goal in the first period along and 
led 28-5 in scoring chances and 17-2 in high-danger scoring 
chances at 5-on-5, according to Natural Stat Trick. Then, in 
his second game with his new team, Jani Hakanpaa scored 
on a wrist shot from the point in the third period that ended 
up being the difference in the game.  

"It's tough to read those. There's traffic in front of you, and he 
gets it off quick," Alex Nedeljkovic, who made 27 saves on 
28 shots in his 10th win of the season, said of Hakanpaa's 
goal. "Those are hard to pick up. It was a great heads-up 
play by him, a smart play." 

May 8: Predators 3, Hurricanes 1 

A night after securing first place in the Central Division, the 
Canes saw their 13-game point streak come to an end in a 3-
1 loss to Nashville. With the win, their first of the season 
against Carolina, the Preds secured their seventh 
consecutive postseason berth. Off a backhand dish from 
Lorentz, Geekie tallied the lone goal for the Canes. 
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"It was a playoff atmosphere out there tonight," Geekie said. 
"We knew what they were playing for, and we tried to match 
that. I think we've got another gear." 

May 10: Predators 5, Hurricanes 0 

Joey Keane made his NHL debut for the Canes, and Pekka 
Rinne posted a 30-save shutout in what might have been his 
final regular-season home game with the Predators in a 5-0 
final. It marked just the second time all season that the 
Canes lost consecutive games in regulation, and prior to the 
game, the Canes had trailed by three or more goals for just 
35 seconds all season - the final 35 seconds of regulation 
after Tampa Bay's empty-net goal in a 3-0 loss on Feb. 24 
(https://twitter.com/MikeSundheim/status/139211641781474
9186). 

"We're going to flush it. We played 56 games, and in 55 
games, we were in every one," Brind'Amour said. "This is the 
one game the whole year we weren't in. It's kind of flushed 
for me." 

The Canes Will Advance If … 

… they play their game 

It's pretty straightforward. The Canes are the better team. 
They did, after all, have one of their best seasons in 
franchise history and finished with the third-best record in the 
entire league. When they're at their best and playing their 
game, there aren't many - if any - teams in the NHL that can 
stop them. They're quick. They're aggressive on the 
forecheck and relentless on the backcheck. They hound 
pucks. They're talented. They're deep. They're well-coached. 
What else could you ask for? 

If the Canes can get to their game and establish it with gusto 
right from the drop of the puck in Game 1, they should be 
able to advance past Nashville. 

"Our main goal is to win the Stanley Cup, and whatever we 
need to do to get there and whatever we need to say to each 
other - that's our main objective," Jordan Martinook said. "It 
doesn't matter if you're the underdog or top dog, we've got 
one thing on our mind." 

… they control the special teams game 

The Canes had the league's second-best power play 
(25.6%) and the third-best penalty kill (85.2%) in the regular 
season. In the season series, the Canes' power play clicked 
at 34.6% and their penalty kill at 88.9%. Those are 
staggering numbers and were often the difference in the 
season series. This playoff series won't be played in its 
entirety at 5-on-5, so if the Canes can continue to dominate 
the special teams game against the Preds, they'll be 
successful in the First Round. 

"It's a huge part of the game," Brind'Amour said. "How do 
you carry [success] over? Keep working on it. Keep talking 
about it. We've had time to practice it this week, which is 
nice." 

The Predators Will Advance If … 

… Juuse Saros takes over 

Nashville's best chance to win this First Round series is 
Juuse Saros. The Predators' netminder finished the season 
with a 21-11-1 record, a 2.28 goals-against average and a 
.927 save percentage, all career-best numbers, in 36 
appearances. His numbers were even better down the 
stretch of the season, as the Preds clawed their way up the 
standings. From Feb. 27 on, Saros was 18-6-1 with a 1.88 
goals-against average, a .941 save percentage and three 
shutouts. 

"They've got a powerful lineup with no weaknesses, and 
when their goalie is playing as well as he is, it just amps up 
everything they're doing," Brind'Amour said. "It's not great 
news for us that they've figured it out, but it's going to be a 
challenge either way." 

Though Saros was arguably the Preds' best player down the 
stretch of the season, his numbers against the Canes aren't 
as strong - that's not to say they're bad, by any stretch. He 
finished 1-2-0 with a 2.73 goals-against average and a .917 
save percentage in four appearances. 

"I heard he's been really good down the stretch. He played 
really good against us that second to last game. Both their 
goaltenders are great. It's a huge part of their team and all 
playoff teams. Everyone has good goalies at this point," 
Hamilton said. "To win games, you need good goaltending. 
We're going to have to find ways to make it hard for him … 
and challenge him to hopefully get some by him." 

… the Canes run into injury trouble 

The concerning news for the Canes this week has been the 
absence of Jaccob Slavin, Brett Pesce and Cedric Paquette 
at practice. Slavin is one of the best defensemen in the NHL, 
the Canes leader in average time on ice and a strong 
candidate for the Lady Byng. Pesce is also one of the 
league's elite blueliners and recorded 25 points (4g, 21a), 
second-most in a single season in his career, despite playing 
in just 55 games. Potentially being down both Slavin and 
Pesce quickly eats into the Canes' depth on defense. 
Paquette plays a style of game that the Canes will need up 
front as intensity and physicality ramps up in the playoffs, 
though having Martinook and McGinn available certainly 
helps. 

In any case, Brind'Amour is "fairly" hopeful that the Canes 
will have a healthy complement of players in time for Game 
1, but lingering injury troubles for Carolina could be an 
advantage for the Preds. 

The Bottom Line 

The Canes were the top team in the Central Division and 
third-best team in the NHL in the regular season. But that 
was just the regular season, the first step in a longer journey. 

Now, it counts for real. 

"We accomplished the one part, which was get to this level 
where we get the chance to compete for the championship," 
Brind'Amour said. "Now we've got to ramp it up to go get it."
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They said it: Brind’Amour, Lorentz, Bean on playoffs 

Rod Brind’Amour, Steven Lorentz and Jake Bean spoke to 
the media Saturday. 

By Andrew Schnittker   

As the Hurricanes continue to prepare for game one of their 
first-round series against Nashville Monday, a few players, 
including Steven Lorentz and Jake Bean, are getting ready 
for the first Stanley Cup Playoff action of their careers.  

Lorentz, Bean and Rod Brind’Amour spoke to the media 
following Saturday’s practice, here’s a full breakdown of 
everything they had to say:  

Rod Brind’Amour 

On Jaccob Slavin: Not much change there. I think we’re just 
giving as much time as possible. We’re certainly still hopeful 
he’ll be able to go. We’re just giving him as much time as 
possible, but I’m hopeful he’ll be in there.  

On having more fans: I wasn’t overly concerned, it’s just that 
it’s definitely an advantage when you can feel the emotion in 
the building. I think players feed off that, there’s no way 
around it. So I think just being able to have that here as well, 
I think, will be nice for the guys. It’s great for the fans to be 
able to come here and watch this team, but it’s also good for 
the guys to have that emotion in the building.  

Jake Bean  

On his best memory with Alex Nedeljkovic from the Calder 
Cup run: We had so many moments. I think probably just in 
the finals, there’s a really good picture of him, he’s jumping 
up, he was definitely the MVP of our team. And everyone’s 
just kind of flying to him. That was a pretty good snapshot 
there. 

On his personal excitement for his first NHL playoff run: I’m 
very excited. I feel like I’ve been around it the last two years, 
not playing but kind of just right there. It feels like I’m just 
ready to go when you don’t get the opportunity. So I’m just 
excited to get a crack at it. We have a great group, and I 
think I’m just as excited as anyone.  

On having more fans in the building: We haven’t really talked 
much about it, but it’ll make a huge difference. When we 
were in Nashville the last few games, it felt like it was the 
loudest we had played in all season. We know our fans are 
some of the loudest in the league, so more of them is going 
to be an even better atmosphere for us. 

Steven Lorentz 

On realizing that going to the playoffs isn’t an every-year 
opportunity: Absolutely. I think just talking to some of the 
older guys, it’s obviously an accomplishment to get to where 
we ended up finishing this season. We obviously grinded it 

out this season. We battled so hard for so long, so we 
obviously deserve this position. But obviously you don’t get 
fortunate every single year, and some years you can have a 
strong year but you just don’t end up in that playoff position. I 
think every team that makes it, whether you’re the first seed 
or the bottom seed, you’ve battled so hard to get to that spot.  

I think I’ve been fortunate throughout my whole career at 
different levels being able to make the playoffs, be on some 
really strong hockey clubs and win a championship in 
Charlotte. So being able to understand what it takes to go all 
the way and win, not even just just making the playoffs, it 
really gives you a bit of a sense of pride to be able to say 
‘You know what, I made the playoffs in this league, and it’s 
not an easy thing to do. Not every team makes it.’ It’s pretty 
cool and it’s pretty special. I can’t wait to get it going. 

On his emotions Monday night: I don’t want to wear my heart 
rate monitor and look at it, but I just know that I’m going to be 
so amped up for every game. Playoffs is a whole different 
animal and I look forward to it every single year. I know 
there’s a lot of guys in the room some games throughout the 
regular season, some games it’s just natural that it’s tougher 
to get up for than others. It’s human nature to just say ‘You 
know what, we’ve got to grind it out a little bit tonight.’ We 
might not be there mentally or physically, some guys are 
worn down. But in the playoffs, it doesn’t matter what game it 
is, whether some guys are going to be banged up. That’s 
going to be expected. But everybody shows up and is ready 
to rock as soon as the puck drops. So just that intensity and 
the life in the building is going to get the guys going, and 
that’s going to give us energy right out of the gate.  

On his best memory of Alex Nedeljkovic from the Calder Cup 
run: Ned was just such a stud the entire playoffs, he was 
such a rock. Knowing that every single one of the guys was 
so confident with him in the net, whether we were down in 
the third period of a game or what, it didn’t matter, we knew 
that Ned was going to have our backs, and we just had to go 
and do our part and he obviously had such an incredible year 
that year. I’ll never forget, I didn’t play in the final game in 
Chicago, but we were standing right behind the net, and as 
soon as the buzzer went off, I just remember him jumping up 
in the air. There’s a really cool picture of it, but that’s kind of 
my first memory of being like ‘Wow, we just did it.’ Everything 
else after that was a blur, but I just remember it being fun for 
the next few days being able to celebrate and let it resonate 
what just happened. It was pretty special, and obviously 
winning the Stanley Cup would be a dream come true. That’s 
the next goal.  

On playing his first NHL playoff games: I’m not sure yet, it’s 
an opportunity. So we’ll see what myself and the team can 
do with it, like I said before the playoffs, it doesn’t matter if 
you’re a first seed or an eight seed, whoever shows up ready 
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to play and out-compete the other team, that’s usually the 
team that ends up on top. So I’m very, I would say a little bit 
nervous, obviously it’s another step, it’s a lot faster and more 
physical than the regular season, but I’d like to think I’m 
going to be prepared for that. But at the same time, it’s going 
to be much more exciting hockey with that much more at 

stake. Sometimes you can get away with things in the 
regular season that you can’t away with in the playoffs, and 
plays just come under the microscope a whole lot more. I 
love those little plays like that that could be the difference in 
costing a game or series. I like when the tough times are at 
stake. 

 

 

Wolves wrap season with win 

Bibeau stops 27 saves as Central Division champs end 27th 
season the right way  

The Chicago Wolves capped their 27th season with a 3-1 
victory over the Rockford IceHogs Saturday night at the 
Wolves Training Facility. 

Forwards Sean Malone, Jamieson Rees and David Gust 
scored for the Wolves (21-9-1-2), who clinched their fourth 
Central Division title in five years on Wednesday night. 

Center Tommy Novak posted two assists to push his point 
streak to 10 games while goaltender Antoine Bibeau (5-2-1) 
stopped 27 shots as Chicago posted its eighth win against 
Rockford in 11 games this season. 

“We did some really good things tonight,” said Wolves head 
coach Ryan Warsofsky. “We played a lot harder (than Friday 
night), something that we talked about (Saturday) morning. 
To end the season this way is a real positive.” 

The Wolves took advantage of the game’s first power play to 
get on the board first. Malone won the faceoff and headed 
toward the top of the crease. Novak threaded a pass from 

one circle to the other for Phil Tomasino, who centered it to 
Malone for the redirect. 

Chicago pumped the lead to 2-0 at 5:0 of the second as 
Novak’s lead pass gave Rees momentum down the left wing. 
His drag move made an IceHogs defenseman slide past 
headlong on the ice, then he fed a shot between goaltender 
Tom Aubrun’s skates. 

The IceHogs (12-19-1-0) pulled within 2-1 at 17:43 of the 
second on Cole Moberg’s wrist shot from just inside the blue 
line. 

The Wolves earned a crucial insurance goal with 2:11 left in 
the game when Rees raced along the left boards, fought 
through a check and centered the puck back to Gust, who 
rifled it past Aubrun for the powerplay goal and 3-1 lead. 
Aubrun (0-2-0) finished with 28 saves. 

The American Hockey League announced last week that the 
2021-22 season will begin Friday, Oct. 15, and the Wolves 
will return to Allstate Arena next season. To discover home 
dates as soon as they’re official, visit ChicagoWolves.com.
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The Athletic / The NHL, NBA and the business of betting: Inside North 
America’s first in-arena sportsbook 

 

By Sean Shapiro  

May 15, 2021   

 

WASHINGTON, D.C. — It will be the center of the hockey world on 
Saturday. 

At roughly 7:15 p.m. ET, the puck will drop on Game 1 of the East 
Division series between the Washington Capitals and Boston Bruins. 

After a truncated, COVID-altered 2020-21 regular season, Capitals-
Bruins is the only game on the schedule for Day 1 of the postseason. 
And, for the first time since the 2019 Stanley Cup Final, there will be fans 
in the stands for an NHL playoff game, albeit at a reduced capacity of 25 
percent. 

But that’s not the only reason NHL teams, and their counterparts in the 
NBA and around North American professional sports, will have eyes 
focused on Capital One Arena. 

In the southeast corner of the building, Monumental Sports — the parent 
company of the Capitals and Wizards — has built the first sportsbook 
inside an American sports venue. The official opening is expected at the 
end of May, a delay of about eight months caused by the pandemic. 

But even without formalities and large ribbons, the sportsbook — built in 
partnership with William Hill — is already turning heads.  

Over the course of the Capitals and Wizards seasons, the gambling 
business at Capital One has been ramping up through a soft launch. Bets 
can be placed in a retrofitted ticketing area while construction continues 
on the book itself, and the William Hill mobile application works within a 
couple of blocks of the arena, adhering to District of Columbia 
regulations. 

When it is finished, the multi-story sportsbook, which Monumental is 
internally calling an “adult Disney World,” will be the bricks-and-mortar 
embodiment of a trend that could change the way sports are watched in 
North America. 

Twenty-two states have legalized sports gambling with varying levels of 
access. Nine states are considered fully open by those in the gaming 
industry, with fully online and in-person betting, while others have other 
restrictions that limit sports gaming to physical sportsbooks or geo-locked 
online bets. Seven states are closing in on legalizing sports gaming soon, 
including Washington state, where the NHL has a keen interest with the 
Seattle Kraken officially joining the league this summer. 

The changing landscape presents an opportunity for leagues and teams 
to grab a piece of the multi-billion dollar sports gaming industry. A 2018 
survey by Nielsen Sports (and commissioned by the American Gaming 
Association) estimated that the NHL alone stands to gain more than $200 
million a year in new revenue spurred by gaming if sports betting is 

legalized across North America. A similar Nielsen study estimated that 
the NBA could see nearly $600 million in additional revenue annually. 

Since then, the frenzy around sports gamification and gambling has 
increased. The NHL has formed partnerships with, or taken a stake in, 
several gambling enterprises, including a new deal with Betway that was 
announced on Friday, adding to a large portfolio of sports gaming 
partnerships. Other leagues have made similar forays. So have media 
companies, including The Athletic. Interest in the broader sector keeps 
rising, as well. Just last month, William Hill was purchased by Caesars 
Entertainment for $4 billion.  

For team owners who missed out on billions in ticket revenue in 2020 
and 2021, the opportunity is too big to miss.  

Ted Leonsis was one of the early champions of regulated sports gaming 
in the United States. 

The Capitals and Wizards owner holds investments in DraftKings and 
Sportradar AG, a company that specializes in delivering sports data and 
content to media companies, including The Athletic, and the betting 
industry. He’s never been shy about how, he believes, sports gaming and 
the potential increased fan interaction from additional gamification would 
benefit the NHL and NBA. 

But it was UK betting parlors, which had “more betting locations than 
Starbucks or pizza parlors,” that helped shape his vision for 
Washington’s sportsbook. 

Visiting his daughter, Elle, who lives in London, Leonsis was intrigued by 
the atmosphere in gambling venues. 

The clientele featured a mix of casual and avid bettors. People stopped 
by to place a bet before and after work. There was no “seedy stigma.” No 
sense that anyone was doing anything wrong. 

“It was social and available to everybody,” Leonsis said. “Then you come 
back to the States and if people wanted to gamble here in D.C., they had 
to go to a bookie and do it illegally or drive five hours to West Virginia. 
That didn’t make any sense.” 

Even when legally betting in the United States, the traditional sportsbook 
can feel less than accessible. Casinos are designed to keep people 
gambling. Placing a bet on a sporting event usually requires a bettor to 
navigate a maze of slot machines and card tables.  

“The sportsbook is often tucked in the back. It can be intimidating,” 
Leonsis said. “We wanted to make this more inviting and welcoming to 
everyone, and not make it feel like you have to sneak into a back alley to 
place a bet on your favorite team.” 

In many ways he’s right. The sportsbook can be an intimidating place for 
a novice gambler, and in many instances, it can drive away potential 
sports gambling traffic. 

“That needs to change in the United States, and we are working on that,” 
said Dave Grohlman, the president of retail for William Hill in the U.S. 
“We need to avoid being intimidating and make it so there isn’t a fear or 
scary feeling that pushes people away from placing a responsible bet 
and enjoying themselves.” 

Walk into the Capital One Arena sportsbook and you can see this design 
strategy at work. 
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The space, which used to house The Greene Turtle Sports Bar & Grille, 
feels open and airy. There are windows. Lots of them. 

Visitors are greeted at the main entrance by a center-hung scoreboard 
that is modeled after the one that hangs over center ice. Capitals and 
Wizards games will be displayed on screens on all four sides, while it will 
be a marquee for the biggest games of the day otherwise. On the 
underside of the display, right above where people walk in, text circles 
the scoreboard. It reads: “Don’t just spectate. Participate.” 

This doesn’t feel like a sportsbook you’d find in a casino. While some of 
those trimmings persist (scrolling tickers behind counters display lines 
and odds, for instance), there are also several screens dedicated to 
simplifying the gambling process with how-to instructions and QR codes 
that link back to the William Hill mobile app, where fans can bet on pretty 
much any sport. 

Leonsis said he wants the sportsbook to feel like an Apple Store. He 
wants a “Genius Bar type offering,” where visitors can go to better 
understand the product, but also be free to play around on any of the 
machines. 

Scott Kaufman-Ross, the NBA’s head of fantasy and gaming, said 
simplification is the key to success for turning more fans into gamblers. 

“We have a belief that sports betting is very confusing right now,” 
Kaufman-Ross said. “Lots of pluses and minuses, a lot of numbers. How 
can you make something that’s a little bit simpler and more intuitive in 
real-time? I think there is still a lot of learning and education that has to 
be part of that.” 

Walking through it, there’s something of a mix of arena and sports bar 
staples, as well as casino-like touches.  To the right, there’s a broadcast 
studio, which Monumental plans to use for its own programming or to 
rent out to networks on location. Picture an ESPN or TNT desk for a 
championship series. 

To the left, the first floor, which is built as more of a grab-and-go for the 
gambler on the run, is filled with kiosks that allow customers to place bets 
and can also pay out winning tickets. There’s a larger teller section that 
will be staffed for in-person bets located just past the staircase to the 
second floor, which is more expansive, covered in wall-to-wall televisions 
and designed to allow people to relax and watch games.  

There’s also a wide glass doorway into the arena concourse. For now, it 
has to be closed during games because of local regulations, but it 
presents an opportunity to extend the sportsbook for special events into 
the arena itself. 

For example, there’s been discussion about showing games and hosting 
watch parties for events like March Madness and the English Premier 
League in the arena itself, which would also allow for constant flow back 
into the sportsbook. This is an important element of the sportsbook, and 
Monumental Sports executives believe it can drive at least two million 
additional visitors to the venue each year. 

“In our business, we’re supposed to be smart, but we’re stupid. Right?,” 
Leonsis said. “I pay a mortgage for my building 24 hours a day. I used to 
open my building only when there is a game. And I open it one hour 
before the game. So it’s six o’clock we let people in. We have a cage. 
There’s a cage. We won’t let people into our building. It makes no sense. 
Right? So we open the doors, and make it a spot people can visit and be 
entertained anytime.” 

Capital One Arena sits equidistant and less than a mile from two 
branches of the federal government: the White House and Capitol Hill. 
You can pick your cliché, but Leonsis called Capital One Arena both “a 
Petri dish” and “the canary in the coal mine” during conversations with 
The Athletic. 

The significance of the location isn’t lost on other sports executives or 
industry watchers in the United States. 

Some executives are more open about it than others, depending on the 
rules within their state and current partnerships, but it’s hard to find an 

executive, when granted anonymity, who won’t light up about trying to 
emulate the setup that Monumental Sports is building in Washington. 

Monumental Sports’ has shown that a sportsbook can be built under the 
watchful eye of the federal government. The blueprint Leonsis and Co. 
have drawn will be of increasing interest to executives in a growing 
number of states where sports gambling is recently or soon to be legal. 

It’s the latest phase of a 30-year evolution that has seen North American 
sports leagues jump from prosecutor to defendant of sports gambling. 

When the Professional and Amateur Sports Protection Act of 1992 was 
passed, effectively making sports gambling illegal in all but four states 
(Oregon, Deleware, Montana, and Nevada), then NBA commissioner 
David Stern called sports gambling a “national problem,” and testified in 
federal court that federal legislation should be in place. 

That legislation stood for 27 years until the Supreme Court ruled that 
PASPA was unconstitutional and conflicted with the 10th amendment, 
restoring the state’s power to control whether sports gambling is legal or 
not within their borders and what that level of gambling might look like. 

While many had already flipped from Stern’s early 90s stance, the 2018 
ruling was the green light for teams and leagues to jump into sports 
gambling in a bid to capitalize on a revenue stream that was once 
deemed taboo. 

“The commissioner (Gary Bettman) and our owners when the PASPA 
was overturned were able to say, ‘Hey it’s a new day and age, let’s 
embrace it, and let’s support it,'” NHL chief business officer Keith Wachtel 
said. “For us, we looked at it right away as a commercial opportunity.” 

The NHL was more aggressive in securing partnerships early on than the 
NBA. Partially because the league already had a team in Las Vegas, and 
because it was more important for the NHL to find ways to build a larger 
audience through gambling. While Vegas Golden Knights games typically 
drew a high number of bets, overall the NHL was, and still is, lower on 
the typical gambler’s depth chart. 

“We needed to be able to grow the handle (number of bets) and have it 
that more people were betting more money on the sport of hockey,” 
Wachtel said. “If you think about the NHL it’s not as extensive as the 
others, and we saw there was a huge space to grow. For example, we 
saw the first year the Golden Knights were in Las Vegas, we doubled the 
handle on the NHL.” 

In the past year, the NBA has ramped up in a similar fashion. The two 
leagues are now sharing data and have collectively secured official 
gambling licenses or partnerships with more than 30 betting companies. 

Neither the NHL nor the NBA would disclose the details of their financial 
arrangements or how much betting companies pay to get official data or 
how it comes back to the league. Some partnerships are built on equity. 
The NHL, for example, received equity in PointsBet as part of the deal 
that secured the partnership. 

“I would say to you we are very creative in how we structure any of our 
partnerships,” Wachtel said. “Sometimes that equity is just one version of 
the deal. Sometimes it’s all cash, cash and equity. We look at each deal 
differently and see what makes the most sense.” 

Some individual teams had better launching pads than others based on 
their location. Because New Jersey was the driving force behind 
overturning PASPA, the New Jersey Devils quickly become the envy of 
other sports executives when it comes to their ability to facilitate 
gambling partnerships. 

In 2020, New Jersey surpassed Nevada as the sports betting capital of 
the United States when it came to total handle with bettors wagering $6 
billion on sports in the Garden State that year. It’s a market gaming 
companies have to be in, and for the Devils, it created an opportunity to 
leverage that market and advertising dollars from gaming companies 
quickly surpassed any other category. 
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It’s a trend that’s followed in other markets where sports gambling has 
been legalized. In places like Michigan and Illinois, there’s been a mad 
dash by gaming companies to grab a share of the market and create 
consumer loyalty. Case in point: Bally Sports buying the naming rights to 
regional sports networks. 

The rise of sports gambling is changing other revenue streams, as well. 

While there are some exceptions, most sports franchises have 
traditionally seen the lion’s share of their sponsorship money come 
through the automotive industry. Television networks, particularly the 
regional sports networks, had a similar setup with automotive companies 
making up most of their bottom line. 

Since 2018, that’s changed in states where sports gambling is legal. 
According to both team and television sources, sports gambling 
companies have now surpassed the automotive industry when it comes 
to sponsorship contributions and is often internally considered the most 
important partners when it comes to strategic financial partnerships. 

“We needed new categories to generate more dollars in traditional and 
new media,” said Leonsis, who has served as the chairman of the NBA’s 
media committee. Monumental Sports also owns part of NBC Sports 
Washington. “I have said forever we don’t want this to be about 
gambling. We want this to be about data and enhancing the sports 
gamification engagement on television. It’s not about casinos, it’s not 
about smoking cigarettes and drinking martinis.” 

Leonsis describes his typical consumer, the one targeted by the 
television sports gamification, as the one that typically consumes more 
data. 

“They’ll do it because it’s fun and they think they can make some money 
because they’ll be more informed than the rest of the people who would 
be playing,” he said. “And I’ve always believed that sports gaming would 
help media companies in a big way. Because now you watch the whole 
game, you’ll be on two screens (TV and phone). And that second screen 
now instead of being a destroyer of value, would be an enhancer of 
value. That’s the most important part of this, capturing value on that 
second screen.” 

Gambling was going to have an impact either way, but the COVID-19 
pandemic has added fuel. The financial impact of the pandemic forced 
those on the fence about gambling to fully embrace it as an alternative 
revenue stream, and teams are now pressing hard to make their lives as 
easy as possible when it comes to gambling. 

In Texas, all major professional sports teams have banded together to 
pressure the Texas Legislature to make sports gambling legal before the 
end of the current legislative session that ends on May 31. In Texas, the 
legislature only meets every other year, so if sports gambling isn’t 
legalized in 2021, the teams will have to wait until 2023 at the earliest. 

And those teams, particularly the NHL and NBA ones, have potential 
partnerships and sponsors lined up, many just simply waiting on the Lone 
Star State to give them a green light to cash the checks. 

New York allows sports gambling but doesn’t allow mobile betting, which 
is one of the reasons New Jersey’s annual handle has surpassed 
Nevada. Getting on the train to New Jersey to place a bet isn’t 
uncommon for New Yorkers, and both the NBA and MSG Sports have 
been shelling out money to lobbyists. 

The NBA has been spending more than $10,000 per month to lobby the 
New York State Government on gambling and gaming. MSG 
Entertainment Group is currently spending $12,500 per month on a 
lobbyist with similar intentions. 

Kaufman-Ross didn’t discuss the lobbyists in particular, but he was 
adamant that the NBA believes it’s important for the state of New York to 
legalize mobile betting to crowd out the illegal offshore market. 

“A state that is legal, but doesn’t allow for mobile is not really a betting 
market that is going to really drive anything for the books or the sports for 
a fan engagement,” Wachtel said. 

It’s no secret that when it’s legal, a sportsbook in Madison Square 
Garden will likely be in the works. It’s been discussed openly in quarterly 
calls with MSG Entertainment’s shareholders. 

While the D.C. sportsbook still hasn’t had its formal opening, it’s been 
operating in a pop-up capacity since August of 2020. So far, more than a 
million bets have been placed. 

The ticket windows at Capital One Arena have been turned into part-time 
betting windows with tellers available from William Hill, while there also 
self-serve kiosks on the other side. Since its opening, Leonsis said, the 
line has been omnipresent during business hours, and the sportsbook 
has already established a legion of regulars that stop by to place a bet 
after work. 

The number of tellers staffed at the moment determines how quickly the 
line moves. Over the course of four days in Washington, the line took 
anywhere from 15 to 45 minutes to place a bet. That time in line, 
according to Grohlman, should be greatly reduced once the sportsbook is 
fully operational. 

Even without the full setup, the Washington location has already become 
one of William Hill’s busiest physical sportsbooks for a worldwide 
enterprise. That’s partially based on scarcity: many of William Hill’s other 
global locations are smaller and in places where there’s more 
competition. Still, it is a testament to the strength and potential of the 
American market. 

For William Hill, it’s the first snowball in a potential avalanche of retail 
spaces. Last week, William Hill and the Arizona Diamondbacks 
announced plans to build a sportsbook on the plaza next to Chase Field 
in Phoenix. 

“We want to keep going this way, we want to establish and build 
relationships and places like this, it’s just the start really of what we 
envision,” Grohlman said. “So, yes, it’s fair to say what happened in DC 
is really part of a bigger, growing trend.” 

Saturday will offer a perfect example of what teams want to capture in 
the future. 

The Preakness Stakes, the second leg of horse racing’s triple crown, will 
be held Saturday afternoon. It’s a day when bookmakers expect larger 
volume and handle as even casual sports fans start placing bets. 

For Monumental Sports, it means more traffic in and around Capital One 
Arena. Soon after the completion of the race in nearby Baltimore, the 
Stanley Cup Playoffs will start — and there will be another chance to 
place a bet. 
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Sportsnet.ca / One burning question for all 16 teams in Stanley Cup 
Playoffs 

 

Ryan Dixon@dixononsports 

May 15, 2021, 9:39 AM 

 

For the second time in 10 months, we’re kicking off the Stanley Cup 
Playoffs. Unlike past editions of the tournament, one of the biggest 
questions heading into the 2020 and 2021 dances has been, “How does 
this work again?” 

Last summer, 24 teams made the post-season and we had best-of-five 
NHL series for the first time since 1986. This time out, we’ve got two 
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rounds of inter-division play (all best-of-seven) before the final four get 
re-seeded in the semifinals according to their regular season point totals. 
Of course, those Round 3 contests will mark the first time any of those 
squads have seen each other since last season. 

Naturally, a lot is up in the air in terms of which teams will emerge from 
this year’s format and snag the Cup. With that in mind, here’s one 
question for each of the 16 clubs in 2021’s second season. 

North Division 

Toronto Maple Leafs 

Can the power play get it cranked back up? 

Nobody was more dangerous with the man advantage than Toronto 
through the first month of the season. But since mid-February, the ultra-
talented Leafs have the league’s 28th-ranked power play, converting at a 
14 per cent clip. For reference, the Buffalo Sabres are at 17 per cent. 

Edmonton Oilers 

Who, from the supporting staff, can step up? 

We know Connor McDavid and Leon Draisaitl will be lethal. Can Ryan 
Nugent-Hopkins, on the verge of free agency, find another gear? Jesse 
Puljujarvi? Kailer Yamamoto? The Big 2 can’t carry this team for much 
more than a round. 

Winnipeg Jets 

How do they pull out of this tailspin? 

Winnipeg had lost nine of its past 11 games before winning a 
meaningless season finale versus the Leafs on Friday night. 
Surrendering high-danger chances continues to be an issue for this team 
dating back to last season. 

Montreal Canadiens 

Is an eight-day break a gift from the Hockey Gods for the beleaguered 
Habs? 

The Montreal infirmary was stuffed as the club limped to the finish line, 
but everybody save for Jonathan Drouin (away from the team for 
personal reasons) is expected back for Game 1 versus Toronto. Montreal 
also had an extra-crunched schedule after being on hiatus for a week 
when Joel Armia caught a COVID-19 variant in late March. 

East Division 

Pittsburgh Penguins 

Is it time for the third act? 

The Penguins have won just a single playoff series since taking the 2017 
Cup. It’s not quite the same slump they had between championships in 
2009 and 2016, but Pittsburgh is now nearly five years removed from 
being on top of the hockey world. Deadline acquisition Jeff Carter looks 
great centering the third line and Sidney Crosby has that on-a-mission 
vibe about him. 

Washington Capitals 

Ilya Samsonov? Vitek Vanecek? Craig Anderson? 

Okay, technically those are names, not questions, but it’s safe to say 
there’s a lot of uncertainty surrounding the Capitals crease. Since March 
1, only the Philadelphia Flyers have a worse high-danger save 
percentage. 

Boston Bruins 

Can they trade for Jack Eichel before the playoffs? 

Just kidding. Boston is already benefiting from a deal with Buffalo, as 
Taylor Hall has been a great fit in black and gold. Is this the year the 

Bruins get lots of secondary scoring to support the top line they lean on 
so much? 

New York Islanders 

Can they find enough scoring? 

It’s the question that dogs the gritty Islanders every year. Overall, New 
York finished with 2.71 goals-per-game, but that number dropped to 2.40 
during the final six weeks of the season. 

Sign up for NHL newsletters 

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

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

West Division 

Colorado Avalanche 

Can Nazem Kadri step up again? 

Kadri had an awesome 2020 playoffs, registering nine goals and the 
same amount of assists in 15 games for 18 points. After a regular season 
in which he played at a 47-point pace, it would be massive for Colorado 
to see Kadri take that post-season step again to support the big three of 
Nathan MacKinnon, Mikko Rantanen and Gabriel Landeskog. 

Vegas Golden Knights 

Will coach Pete DeBoer stick with alternating goalies? 

If Marc-Andre Fleury has the net, how long is his leash? Even with his 
amazing, Vezina-calibre bounce-back year, you have to think Lehner will 
get his shot if Fleury turns in even one shaky performance. 

Minnesota Wild 

Do they simply have the Golden Knights’ number? 

Minnesota went 5-1-2 versus Vegas this season and freshman sensation 
Kirill Kaprizov led the way, netting six goals in eight outings against one 
of the best teams in the league. 

St. Louis Blues 

Are they anything more than first-round fodder? 

No playoff team had a worse expected goals percentage than the 2019 
champs (46.09). 

Central Division 

Carolina Hurricanes 

Can special teams be the difference for this club? 

Carolina enters the playoffs with the second-best power play in the NHL 
and the third-ranked penalty-killing. Also, could rookie goalie Nedeljkovic 
be the second coming of Cam Ward, who won the Conn Smythe Trophy 
as a freshman in 2006? 

Tampa Bay Lighting 

How much time does Nikita Kucherov need to get up to speed? 

The 2019 scoring champ and league MVP missed the entire regular 
season recovering from hip surgery, but is ready to go — as is injured 
captain Steven Stamkos — for Game 1 of the playoffs. 

Florida Panthers 

Can you sit a $10-million goalie? 

Sergei Bobrovsky’s contract certainly suggests he should be the Cats’ 
best goalie, but the actual statistics are very much tilted in favour of Chris 
Driedger and his .942 five-on-five save percentage, which is the third-
best mark in the league among goalies with 1,000 minutes in the crease. 
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Nashville Predators 

With apologies to the Islanders, are the Predators actually the best No. 4 
seed in the tournament? 

Since March 15 — so, essentially, half the season — Nashville has the 
second-best points percentage in the league at .732. Just for fun, let’s 
point out that when the Predators made the 2017 Cup Final, they entered 
the post-season as the West’s No. 8 seed. 
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Sportsnet.ca / Return of Stanley Cup Playoffs extra special after 
challenging pandemic season 

 

Chris Johnston@reporterchris 

May 15, 2021, 8:40 AM 

 

Throw the windows open, turn on your television and soak in that 
sensation: The buzz is back after the long lockdown winter. 

There’s something special about the arrival of the Stanley Cup Playoffs 
every spring; about games bubbling over with intensity and emotion and 
swings of momentum that elevate hockey to its stomach-twisting best. 

But it’s bound to hit differently this time around, in part because we’ve 
waited a little longer and endured a bit more. These playoffs mark the 
culmination of a challenging 56-game regular season that required the 
NHL to be nimble in navigating the COVID-19 pandemic -- complete with 
stops and starts for several teams -- while staging games predominantly 
in empty arenas. 

The reward is a two-month chase for the Stanley Cup that coincides with 
North America starting to come back to life. 

Not only has the league arrived here in a healthier place, able to ease 
some protocols with many players fully vaccinated, but it’s going to be 
allowed to open its doors for fans to a degree not possible since the 
pandemic took hold in March 2020. 

In the Toronto and Edmonton bubbles last summer we learned that the 
world’s best are capable of creating playoff hockey under basically any 
conditions. If you put that silver chalice on the line players will do 
everything they can to get their hands on it. But we were also reminded 
that there’s no way to replicate the true feel of a playoff game without 
fans on the edge of their seats to provide the backing track for it, which is 
why this tournament running into mid-July should mark a major step 
towards normalcy. 

When Boston and Washington kick things off as our featured game on 
‘Hockey Night in Canada’ tonight, they’ll do so with roughly 5,000 fans 
inside Capital One Arena. That’s a modest number compared with the 
12,135 chanting, catfish-throwing maniacs expected at Nashville’s 
Bridgestone Arena next week or the half-full crowd that will rock T-Mobile 
Arena in Las Vegas or the first-ever Battle of Florida that will see 9,000 
tickets sold for games on the Panthers side of the state and 7,000 sold 
on the Lightning’s. 

Even though we won’t be so fortunate up here in Canada, consider the 
North Division matchups a nice consolation prize: We’ve been gifted 
Toronto-Montreal for the first time since 1979 and Edmonton-Winnipeg 
for the first time since 1990, when Mark Messier and Dale Hawerchuk 
were the big stars in a seven-game series. 

You couldn’t ask for much better from a once-in-a-lifetime season that 
forced the Canadian teams into the same division because of restrictions 
on travelling across the border. 

“It’s a shame that there won’t be fans in the building for it,” said Leafs 
coach Sheldon Keefe. “Montreal and Toronto and then Edmonton and 
Winnipeg. If these were going to be the four teams that made it [from the 
North Division], those are the matchups that I think people would have 
wanted to see.” 

There is sure to be more than enough Can-Con to satisfy the CRTC, with 
three all-Canadian series and a guaranteed spot for the Group of 
Seven’s champion in the Stanley Cup semifinals. 

Maybe, just maybe, a Canadian team will even find itself in a best-of-
seven with that elusive trophy on the line. 

It’s a wide-open field after a season that featured entirely intra-divisional 
play and will now include the unpredictability of first-time matchups in 
Round 3. Colorado claimed the Presidents’ Trophy but it took until the 
last day of the schedule to inch past Vegas. Carolina, Florida, Pittsburgh, 
Washington, Minnesota and defending champion Tampa all carry big 
hopes -- to say nothing of the believers in Toronto, Edmonton, Montreal 
and Winnipeg. 

Remaining Time -3:15 

Why Bruins-Capitals might be most intriguing all-American playoff series 

The Bruins believe, too, despite enduring some ups and downs in the 
East Division. They’re a battle-hardened group in a league full of teams 
that overcame the feeling of isolation and a strict set of health and safety 
guidelines that allowed this NHL season to be contested over the last 
120-plus days. 

“It was hard. It was difficult to get in, and everyone knew how hard it was 
going to be to make the playoffs,” said Bruins GM Don Sweeney. “It is 
every year, but this year, it was very unique with the challenges. It's 
pretty incredible that our players and our staff and everybody was as 
dedicated as they are, and throughout the league [everyone was] to get 
to this place. 

“But the excitement, I think, is obvious for all of our players.” 

That excitement and energy should be reverberating across the continent 
and beyond today. 

After a season like no other, the Stanley Cup Playoffs are here. 

May they serve as an enthusiastic reminder that we’re starting to reclaim 
the things we’ve missed most. 
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Sportsnet.ca / NHL Rookie Notebook: 7 players to watch during Stanley 
Cup Playoffs 

 

Emily Sadler@EmmySadler 

May 15, 2021, 11:19 AM 

 

The 2020-21 regular season brought some remarkable rookie 
performances, and the Stanley Cup Playoffs could bring more of the 
same. 

These seven rookies could be in a position to shine as the post-season 
gets underway. 
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Kirill Kaprizov, Minnesota Wild 

The regular-season rookie scoring leader and Calder Trophy front-runner 
played a major role in launching the Minnesota Wild into the post-season, 
leading the club in goals (27) and points (51). The 24-year-old will now 
bring his playmaking to Vegas in a clash of two of the league's hottest 
teams. 

In eight games against the Golden Knights, Kaprizov has eight points. 
After he was held off the scoresheet in his first three meetings with 
Vegas, he tallied six goals and a pair of assists in his final five, scoring at 
least a goal in all five matchups against the club. 

Unlike his NHL rookie peers, Kaprizov has extensive playoff experience 
from his days in the KHL and is no stranger to high-stakes situations -- or 
that championship feeling. He led CSKA Moskva to the Gagarin Cup in 
2018-19. 

Eeli Tolvanen, Nashville Predators 

After taking some time to find his game at the pro level, Tolvanen hit his 
stride at the best possible time for the Predators. Nashville lacks the kind 
of explosive, star-studded offence that their Round One opponent in 
Carolina possesses, but if the underdog Predators are to take down their 
Goliath, they'll need depth scorers like Tolvanen to step up. His 11 goals 
in 40 games this season rank him fourth among his teammates and 10th 
among NHL rookies. 

Fantasy Hockey Playoffs Bracket 

Think you know how this year's playoffs will unfold? Before every round, 
from Round 1 to the Stanley Cup Final, predict the winners and number 
of games for each series and answer a few prop questions. 

His regular-season sample size is small, but mighty -- four goals and one 
assist in 10 games this spring -- and he's already built a reputation for 
coming up clutch. 

Caufield's first career NHL goal, tallied in his third career NHL game, was 
a thrilling overtime winner against the Ottawa Senators. His second NHL 
goal, scored two nights later, was another overtime game-winner — this 
time, against his soon-to-be first-round opponents, the Toronto Maple 
Leafs. He brings speed and so much skill to this Canadiens squad, and 
will a blast to watch on the playoff stage. 

Whitecloud picked up plenty of valuable playoff experience last post-
season -- 20 games' worth, in fact. He may not be all over the highlight 
reels, but he plays the kind of game that’s built for the post-season. His 
physical, hard-hitting style, shot-blocking ability, and skill for the penalty 
kill make him an invaluable part of the Golden Knights' elite blue line. 

Alex Nedeljkovic, Carolina Hurricanes 

Few goaltenders have been as solid as Nedeljkovic in the second half of 
the season. The rookie worked his way into the starter's role when Petr 
Mrazek was sidelined for parts of this season and has put up excellent 
numbers: a 15-5-3 record, 1.90 goals against average, .932 save 
percentage, and three shutouts. The Hurricanes are one of the most 
complete teams right now, with depth up front, on the blue line, and now 
in net. We don't yet know who will start Game 1 -- Mrazek has the 
experience, but Nedeljkovic's numbers are too strong to ignore. 

Vitek Vanecek, Washington Capitals 

One of the biggest surprise starters of the season, Vanecek was 
unexpectedly thrust into the starter's crease when Ilya Samsonov was 
placed on the COVID-19 reserve early in 2020-21. 

While he hasn't necessarily been in the business of stealing games, he 
hasn't really needed to, either, considering the strength of the team 
playing in front of him. That said, his numbers have been strong: 21-10-4 
record, 2.69 goals against average, .908 save percentage, and two 
shutouts. 

Now, with Samsonov in COVID-19 protocol for the second time, it's full 
speed ahead with Vanecek. 

Ilya Sorokin, New York Islanders 

New York Islanders head coach Barry Trotz took a patient, methodical 
approach when it came to giving the highly-anticipated rookie goalie his 
starts through the first half of the season, and the rookie rewarded the 
decision with a string of wins. New York’s crease belongs to Semyon 
Varlamov, who has been excellent this year, but an injury scare for the 
veteran at the end of the regular season could test the Islanders’ 
goaltending depth. 

Another Islanders rookie to WATCH: Oliver Wahlstrom. Consistent 
scoring hasn't been his strong suit just yet, but based on his streaky 
scoring pattern all season, he's due for another offensive outburst. 
Wahlstrom quietly finished sixth in rookie goal-scoring this season, as 
well as sixth in goals among his Islanders teammates. New York's 
scoring-by-committee approach will need him at his best if they're to 
outscore the Penguins. 
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Sportsnet.ca / Quick Shifts: Why Canadiens must make Maple Leafs 
series nasty 

 

Luke Fox@lukefoxjukebox 

May 15, 2021, 8:50 AM 

 

A quick mix of the things we gleaned from the week of hockey, serious 
and less so, and rolling four lines deep. There is a disconnect between 
me and my golf clubs. 

1. So many elements are lining up perfectly for the Toronto Maple Leafs 
playoffs — healthy bodies, an elite top six performing at its best, two 
rounds (minimum) of home ice, a dialed-in starting goalie — that it feels 
nitpicky to harp on the contender’s weakness. 

But flaws can be more interesting to dissect than strengths, and the 
ineptitude of the Leafs’ power play is as persistent as it is perplexing. 

Through the first 22 games of 2021, Toronto was feasting upon 5-on-4 
situations at a 32.4 per cent success rate. In the final 34 games, it has 
produced power-play goals on an embarrassing 10.3 per cent of its 
chances. 

Coach Sheldon Keefe has jumbled the personnel, dedicated many 
practice hours, and held countless meetings to remedy this peculiar 
weakness for a talent-rich group that has no issue lighting the lamp at 
even strength. 

Depending on the day, depending on the Leaf, the sputtering PP is an 
execution issue or a zone-entry issue or a structural issue or a mental 
issue or a deployment issue. (Is one stacked unit better than two 
balanced, competitive units?) 

“We had a real high level of concern for a real stretch of time there,” said 
Keefe, who was encouraged by how the power play performed during the 
Leafs’ recent Vancouver-Winnipeg road trip. “I thought our power play, at 
times, looked as dangerous as it's been all season. We haven't had a 
whole lot of opportunities since then. 

“We can't dwell on what's happened here in the past. We've just got to 
focus on each day that comes ahead here. We want it to go over the line 
and we want greater production from it, our players want greater 
production, but we see lots of really positive signs in the process.” 
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Since March 3, the Maple Leafs have been outscored 22-9 on special 
teams. At home, power plays have been particularly unfruitful. 

Their special teams look worse when you look at net percentages 
(meaning, once you subtract short-handed goals allowed on their power 
plays and add shorties scored on the opposition’s chances). 

Toronto’s net PK percentage is 80.6, 25th overall and second-worst 
among all playoff teams. 

Toronto’s net PP percentage is 15.5, 24th overall and the worst among 
all 16 playoff teams. 

That’s frightening. 

Even more critical than superior goaltending, the route to a Montreal 
Canadiens upset in Round 1 is to drag this sucker into the gutter. 

The Habs threw more hits in 2021 (1,585) than any hockey team. They 
are nasty around the crease and in the corners. 

Conversely, Toronto threw fewer hits (1,003) than any other Canadian 
club. 

Montreal wants these to be low-scoring, hard-checking, greasy affairs. 

The dirtier the game, the better their chances. 

The less worried they are about the Leafs’ power play, the nastier they’ll 
be. No? 

“One of our greatest challenges with our power play has been earning 
power-play opportunities. That I'm a little bit concerned about and want to 
find ways to generate more,” Keefe said. 

“It needs to be more dangerous. It needs to be a threat. Even if it's only 
going to get one or two chances a game, it needs to build positive 
momentum for our team. We're aware of that. It certainly is on our radar.” 

More from Sportsnet 

Connor-McDavid  

Predicting Round 1 of the 2021 Stanley Cup Playoffs 

Justin Bourne 

Why your favourite team won't bring home the Stanley Cup 

Ryan Dixon 

2. Playoffs start today. 

It’s the most wonderful time of the year, no matter what Andy Williams 
would have you believe. 

Here are my picks. 

North 

Toronto Maple Leafs over Montreal Canadiens 4-1 

Yes, for the first time in 17 years, the Toronto Maple Leafs win a playoff 
round… and it won’t be close. 

Edmonton Oilers over Winnipeg Jets 4-2 

Since Feb. 11, Edmonton has the most wins (26-11-2) and best points 
percentage in Canada. Connor McDavid has the Jets’ number. 

East 

Pittsburgh Penguins over New York Islanders 4-2 

The East’s top seed won six of eight regular-season meetings versus 
New York. Pittsburgh gets its long-awaited revenge for 2019’s Isles 
sweep. 

Boston Bruins over Washington Capitals 4-3 

Since the trade deadline — and the acquisition of Taylor Hall — Boston 
is the hottest team in hockey (12-4-1). The Bruins are healthy, and 
Washington’s inexperience in net makes me nervous. 

Central 

Carolina Hurricanes over Nashville Predators 4-0 

The Hurricanes are a legitimate Cup contender; the Predators forwards 
will struggle to score. 

Tampa Bay Lightning over Florida Panthers 4-2 

Finally! An all-Florida playoff matchup. It only took 27 years. Andrei 
Vasilevskiy plus the returns of Steven Stamkos and Nikita Kucherov 
prove the difference, even though Victor Hedman’s health is a legitimate 
concern. 

West 

Colorado Avalanche over St. Louis Blues 4-1 

"We're going to have some fun, and we're going to beat them," Blues 
captain Ryan O’Reilly claims. All due respect to the ’19 champs, but the 
’21 Presidents’ Trophy winners are a legitimate force. 

Vegas Golden Knights over Minnesota Wild 4-2 

Wonderful regular season for the exciting (?!) Wild; Kirill Kaprizov and 
Dean Evason should be up for hardware. But with no salary cap to 
adhere to in the post-season, Vegas can dress more than 15 skaters. 

3. Sheldon Keefe warned not to reach much into the full-health Game 1 
forward lines he teased during the Maple Leafs’ only full practice this 
week, but we will anyway: 

Hyman-Matthews-Marner 

Foligno-Tavares-Nylander 

Kerfoot-Nash-Mikheyev 

Thornton-Spezza-Simmonds 

Notably absent are Alex Galchenyuk and, to a less-surprising extent, 
Pierre Engvall. 

Galchenyuk put up four points in his past six games and has been a jolt 
of energy on the top six. He’s also one of just two Leafs forwards (Wayne 
Simmonds is the other) who has been a minus player this season. 

Keefe figures he’s had more one-on-one conversations with Galchenyuk 
lately than any other player. He’s demanding better defensive details 
from the winger’s game. 

“I'm not overly concerned about anything offensively,” Keefe said. “He's 
got to really skate both ways, forecheck and returning back to our end 
and be really responsible defensively. Make a play when it's his turn, 
those kind of things. But he hasn't played poorly by any means. 

“We want to just make sure that he's focused and continues to know that 
we believe in him, but that we're looking to see him trying to get back to 
that level he was at.” 

The message to Engvall has been similar. 

Keefe hasn't got too caught up in Engvall’s recent four-goals-in-three-
games explosion. For these bubble forwards, scoring isn’t a gateway into 
the lineup. 

“That helps his confidence, of course. But the reality is that’s not why he 
hasn’t been playing here [regularly] of late. It has nothing to do with 
production. We need Pierre to be really competitive, physical on the 
puck, win puck battles, be strong defensively, do little things to help our 
team win and any production that comes from that would be great,” 
Keefe said. 
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“Until he finds that level, he’s going to find himself continuing to search to 
look to see when his next opportunity might come.” 

4. The scene of the neighbourhood children gathering en masse to chuck 
caps over the backyard fence of Tim Stützle the morning after his first 
career hat trick even warmed my Grinch heart. 

“The community is excited to grow with this team. There is a great 
relationship growing between the young players and our young fans,” 
coach D.J. Smith said. 

Stützle’s roommate and landlord, Brady Tkachuk, got a heads-up text 
from their neighbour that they wanted to celebrate Jimmy Stu’s three-
goal performance but had no clue so many kids would show up. 

“It was awesome,” Tkachuk said. “It says so many things about this 
community, how much they love their hockey. All the credit goes to our 
neighbours who came up with that idea.” 

Big fan of what they’re building in Ottawa. 

5. Beautiful scene in Nashville as Pekka Rinne recorded a 30-save 
shutout victory over Carolina for his 60th career blank sheet in possibly 
his final NHL game. 

The Finn’s 369th victory moved him into a tie for the 19th-most wins all-
time and was acknowledged by a raucous crowd and impromptu thank-
you lap by the goaltender. 

Coach John Hynes labelled Rinne “the best player to ever wear a Preds 
jersey,” and it would be fitting to see No. 35 become the first to be raised 
to the rafters — at some point. 

“I told him it’s going to be awkward when he comes back next year, and 
we do it again in Game 82,” Matt Duchene cracked. 

Rinne’s contract is up this summer. He’ll turn 39 in November. More than 
one reporter or fan could make a case for Rinne as “Classiest Player I 
Ever Met.” 

Two moments resonate for me. 

The first was stepping into a sullen Preds room following 2018’s Game 7 
loss in Nashville to the Jets. Rinne had given up a backbreaking goal and 
was standing tall ready to shoulder all the blame. All his teammates went 
out of their way to defend him. Just heartbreaking. 

The second was lighter. 

During the 2019 All-Star Weekend in San Jose, I was in a hotel lobby bar 
socializing with a couple of Finnish reporter friends. Rinne and Kimmo 
Timonen joined us. (Understand, Finnish reporters are generally way 
more familiar with the players they cover.) 

The stories and laughter poured, and a kind Rinne would sometimes take 
a moment to translate for the lone non-Finnish-speaking guy at the table. 

At some point in the evening, the translation stopped. The group went 
full-blown Finnish; I could no longer keep up. 

At the next morning’s practice, I approached Rinne’s stall to ask some 
on-the-record questions. He flashed a smile and fired a question first: 
“You’re still alive?” 

The man is a beauty. 

6. Mathieu Joseph, Gemel Smith and Daniel Walcott made history this 
week, forming the first NHL line composed entirely of Black players. 

“It's a step in the right direction,” Joseph said. "My goal, and the goal of 
players of color in this league, obviously want to showcase their sports to 
your families or other people of color. It's definitely awesome to be one of 
the guys who were for that, and it was all from the coaching staff that did 
that tonight, but it's a great recognition, for sure." 

Walcott, a 27-year-old farmhand finally realizing his dream, was inspired 
by seeing Jerome Iginla as an NHL captain when he was younger. He 
credited coach Jon Cooper for the idea. 

“Coop, I think he did something really special. He had the opportunity. 
And it’s awesome to promote this for the young kids out there, the young 
minorities,” Walcott said. “It was a great moment for sure.” 

Love the sense Cooper had to set his players up for history. (Wouldn’t it 
be nice to have someone with his character guiding Team Canada at the 
Olympics?) 

"First of all, they're all in the NHL for a reason," Cooper said. "They 
deserve to be here and have worked their tails off. To have them all 
together, they had a little chemistry. Moving forward in the league, you 
hope it isn't a story anymore and will be the norm. It was a pretty cool 
moment for all those guys." 

“I'm so proud. Just the way that the NHL is moving forward, it's great to 
see,” said Florida’s Anthony Duclair, who lined up opposite Joseph-
Smith-Walcott. “That was an unbelievable feeling, even for myself, 
playing against those guys. It was great to see." 

7. The Capitals open playoffs Saturday, and Evgeny Kuznetsov is still on 
the COVID list — his second stint. The centre has missed 13 games due 
to exposure and/or breaking protocol, and the team is less than 
overjoyed. 

The 28-year-old’s production (nine goals, 29 points) has declined for a 
third consecutive season. 

Kuznetsov has four more seasons on his contract at a $7.8-million cap hit 
and is due his last whopping signing bonus ($5 million) this summer. 

Playmaking centremen with the all-world flash Kuznetsov flexed in 2017-
18 are hard to come by. But is there a market in a flat-cap world for such 
an unpredictable talent? 

8. We’re not saying it’s strictly cause and effect, but there is a correlation 
between John Tavares changing the Drury curve of his stick for the first 
time since minor hockey and his production increasing. 

The Leafs captain said Tuesday that he started borrowing Pierre 
Engvall’s sticks during Toronto’s second trip to Edmonton because he 
wanted to test-drive a new curve for a month before making the 
commitment to a switch. 

Prior to the equipment change, Tavares averaged 0.81 points per game 
through his first 21 games. Since then, he spiked to 33 points in 34 
games (0.97). 

Winger William Nylander tipped reporters off to the adjustment, and 
Tavares says it’s been on his mind for a couple years. 

“I guess Willy is letting out some of my secrets,” Tavares said. “I just felt 
it was time to play around with some things, try something out, and I’d 
like something new. I’ve been getting more and more comfortable with it.” 

Jason Spezza, the club’s most noted stick stickler, says Tavares 
approached him multiple times for recommendations. 

“I was reluctant to really help him or suggest anything because that 
stick's worked pretty well for him over the years,” Spezza said. “But he 
seemed pretty set on making a little change." 

Tavares liked the feel of Engvall’s pattern, so he made one little tweak to 
it and ordered a custom batch for himself. 

“Sticks just don’t come that quick right now with challenges that we face 
[due to shipping during the pandemic], and I wasn't even sure I was really 
going to want something made if I didn't like kind of the pattern and the 
curve that he was using,” Tavares explained. “So, that was the one I was 
using there for about a month. 

“At the end of the day, a stick can only do so much. The guy that’s using 
it has to go out there and play the game and make the plays. I was 
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playing around, looking for something different. Found something I liked, 
and I just continued to play.” 

9. Fun fact from Sportsnet’s stat czar Steve Fellin: Today marks the first 
day in National Hockey League history that a playoff game and a regular-
season game will be played on the same day. 

Another fun fact: Auston Matthews will win the Rocket with 41 goals — 
none of which were potted into an empty net. 

The last player to win the goal race outright without an empty-netter was 
Washington's Peter Bondra in the lockout-shortened 1994-95 season. 

How many goals did Bondra score? 34. 

10. If you ask Nick Foligno, we have not seen the last appearance of 
John Tortorella behind an NHL bench. 

“One thing I know about Torts is, he has a fire — and I don't think that's 
extinguished yet,” the former Columbus Blue Jackets captain said. “He 
still wants to be around the game, and I think he's still has a lot to offer 
the game. It’s obviously hard to see him leaving that team, because if 
you think about the Blue Jackets for the past five, six years, you 
obviously thought about John Tortorella and what he's meant to that 
franchise.” 

Foligno echoed the chorus of Jackets players who expressed gratitude 
for Tortorella — who guided the only post-season series victories in 
Columbus’s history. 

“He really helped put us on the map and gave us an identity. I think the 
room eventually took hold of it, but I have nothing but great things to say 
about him and my time with him,” Foligno continued. 

“He's taught me to be a better person, a better player. I think I was able 
to teach him some things as well. And I think that's where our relationship 
grew, and we're friends now. Who woulda thought? From the guy that 
told me he didn't think I could be a captain to now. So, we have a good 
chuckle about that. But that's the type of man he is. He's always trying to 
push you for more. And I hope that he's still going to try and coach.” 

11. Leafs coach Sheldon Keefe will be awarded with an honorary degree 
from Algonquin College in recognition of his on-ice and community 
accomplishments at its June 23 convocation ceremony. 

The announcement marked the 10th anniversary of Keefe’s leading the 
Pembroke Lumber Kings to the franchise’s only national Junior A 
championship — and coincided with the coach’s youngest son Wyatt’s 
ninth birthday. 

“My connection to the city of Pembroke and the Lumber Kings and the 
Ottawa Valley, in general, is a very strong one,” Keefe said. “I certainly 
wouldn't be here today without the support of that community. Algonquin 
College is a real pillar in the community itself and represents a lot of 
things that the Ottawa Valley stands for. For them to offer this to me is a 
great thing. I'm incredibly grateful for it. 

“Whether it's the nine years of my son or the 10 years of the national 
championship, it's gone very quickly. A lot has happened since then. But, 
of course, I look back on it with just incredible memories of what that 
team was able to accomplish and how great a group it was and what it 
meant to the community in Pembroke.” 

12. Happy Gilmour… get it? 

I’m not sure which I loved More:One of the best tracks on Khaled Khaled 
tributing Happy Gilmore in its video, or seeing Justin Bieber representing 
with the Dougie throwback sweater. 
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