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The Hurricanes had plenty to celebrate after Game 1 against the Predators  

By Chip Alexander  

This was what Carolina Hurricanes fans have missed the 
most. 

Playoff hockey at PNC Arena. Tailgating outside. A loud, 
lively crowd of 12,000 inside. 

The pandemic changed so much in our daily lives. The need 
for normalcy has been almost overwhelming and sports have 
been a good respite. And especially hockey.  

For the first time since May of 2019, the Canes had playoff 
hockey at PNC Arena on Monday. The two-year wait ended 
with Carolina, with a strong third period, beating the 
Nashville Predators 5-2 in Game 1 of their opening-round 
Stanley Cup playoff series. 

“That’s hockey,” Canes captain Jordan Staal said after the 
game. “For everyone, it’s been a long time coming. It’s no 
better feeling than playing a big game at home with the fans 
like that. The boys were ready, the fans were ready. Playoff 
hockey, there’s nothing better.” 

The captain led the way for the Canes, scoring twice, first to 
give Carolina its first lead of the playoffs, then the first two-
goal lead of the playoffs by any of the 16 teams still playing. 

“Obviously he’s our captain for a reason,” Nino Neiderreiter 
said. “He leads by example on and off the ice.” 

Niederreiter’s score at 2:26 of the third period gave the 
Canes 3-2 lead and Canes fans were in full throat. It was 
even louder when Staal collected the rebound of a Warren 
Foegele shot and muscled a shot past goalie Juuse Saros. 

Andrei Svechnikov’s empty-net goal with 1:47 left in 
regulation finished it off for the Canes. 

Canes coach Rod Brind’Amour turned to rookie goalie Alex 
Nedeljkovic on the playoff opener. Nedeljkovic fought the 
puck at times but finished with 22 saves. 

“It was awesome,” Nedeljkovic said. “It was incredible. It’s 
one of the best atmospheres that I’ve ever played in front of.” 

Filip Forsberg’s 27th career playoff goal in the first period 
pushed the Preds ahead 1-0. Erik Haula, a former Canes 
forward, scored in the second period for a 2-2 tie after Staal 
had beaten Saros with a tight-angle shot. 

“I thought we played hard for 60 minutes and just didn’t really 
let up,” Brind’Amour said. “Just kind of stuck with what we 
had to do. Nashville played extremely hard, I just thought we 
were right there the whole way and obviously got the win.” 

Forsberg scored the first goal of the playoffs as the Preds 
jumped ahead 1-0, but the Canes quickly answered on a 
goal by Teuvo Teravainen and it was 1-1 after the first. 

Brett Pesce got off a shot through traffic from the right point 
that Teravainen, with one hand on the stick as he jostled with 
Ryan Ellis, redirected the puck between the circles at 13:41. 
Steven Lorenz earned an assist on the goal, his first career 
Stanley Cup playoff point. 

The game has had a physical edge in the opening period, as 
expected. 

In the second, Staal gave the Canes their first lead of the 
playoffs with a tight-angled shot that Saros couldn’t stop, but 
the Preds later tied it 2-2 in the second period. 

With the team playing 4 on 4 after penalties to Forsberg and 
Teravainen, Staal took the puck into the left circle in the 
Preds zone. As he neared the goal line he turned and ripped 
a rising shot past Saros’ head at 4:19 of the second for a 2-1 
lead. Pesce earned his second assist of the game. 

The Preds tied it as Haula, a former Canes forward, flipped a 
knuckler of a shot from the slot that got past Nedeljkovic at 
8:41. The score came after Canes defenseman Jake Bean 
failed to clear the puck up the wall. 

The lineup 

The biggest pregame question Monday was the status of 
defenseman Jaccob Slavin, who was a game-time decision 

Slavin did ultimately skate in warmups, and played in the 
game. 

Brind’Amour also was coy after the morning skate about his 
starting goalie. While Nedeljkovic was working the starter’s 
crease, Brind’Amour did not commit to a starter after the 
skate. He said Nedeljkovic “might” start but did not rule out 
Petr Mrazek. 

It was, indeed, Nedeljkovic who led the team to the ice for 
warmups and earned the victory. 

The Canes lines had Sebastian Aho centering Nino 
Niederreiter and Teuvo Teravainen; Vincent Trocheck 
centering Warren Foegele and Martin Necas; Staal at center 
with Andrei Svechnikov and Fast; and Steven Lorentz 
centering Jordan Martinook and Brock McGinn. 

On the back end, Slavin started with Dougie Hamilton, Skjei 
with Brett Pesce and Jake Bean with Hakanpaa.  

Canes call-ups 

The Canes on Monday recalled goaltender Antoine Bibeau, 
defenseman Max Lajoie and forward Ryan Suzuki from the 
Chicago Wolves of AHL. 

Bibeau, 27, has played four NHL games with Toronto and 
Colorado from 2016-19, and Lajoie played 62 games with 
Ottawa. Suzuki, 19, was the Canes’ first-round draft pick in 
2019 and played 26 AHL games with Chicago in his first pro 
season.
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How Canes captain Jordan Staal led the way to Game 1 victory over the Predators  

By Chip Alexander  

In the Stanley Cup playoffs, games can be won with 
scintillating shots and sparking saves, with the game’s stars 
playing like stars. 

But more often that not, it’s more basic than that: Games 
become a test of wills. 

So it seemed Monday, as the Carolina Hurricanes and 
Nashville Predators faced off in Game 1 of their first-round 
series at PNC Arena. It was a gritty game, a tough game. 
The Canes were the home team and cheered on by 12,000 
fans that goalie Alex Nedeljkovic said sounded like 24,000, 
but the Predators were playing a strong road game, a solid 
playoff game, keeping it tight. 

It was 2-2 after two periods and something had to give. One 
team was going to force the other to a breaking point and 
gain a valuable first victory. One team would leave the ice 
dejected, feeling the weight of a playoff victory that could 
have been theirs but wasn’t. 

This night, the game belonged to Jordan Staal and the 
Hurricanes. In a season in which the Canes captain has 
often been at his best, played his 1,000th career game, been 
voted by his teammates the Steve Chiasson Award as the 
Cane’ most inspirational player, there he was leading the 
way again Monday. 

“He’s our captain for a reason and sets the example on and 
off the ice,” Canes forward Nino Niederreiter said. “He won a 
Stanley Cup with the Pittsburgh Penguins. He knows what to 
expect. He knows what to do. We definitely want to follow his 
lead.” 

Staal, named the game’s first star, scored twice in the 5-2 
victory and both were a blend of power and determination. 

On the first, Staal first won a draw in the neutral zone. Taking 
a pass from Brett Pesce, he split the Predators’ Mattias 
Ekholm and Roman Josi and took the puck almost to the 

goal line before lifting a heavy rising shot that sailed by 
goalie Juuse Saros’ head for a 2-1 lead in the second period. 

“Just finding a way to get to the net,” he said. 

Staal’s second goal was deflating for the Preds. Niederreiter 
had given the Canes a 3-2 lead in the third and the Canes 
were coming at the Preds in waves, shift after shift.  

Staal first won a puck battle with Ryan Ellis behind the Preds 
net with first-man pressure on the forecheck. Canes forward 
Warren Foegele grabbed the puck for a quick shot on net 
that Saros stopped, but Staal corraled the rebound in the low 
slot, turned and zipped a low shot through Saros’ pads. 

“He was great,” Canes coach Rod Brind’Amour said. “You 
saw it again. It’s just what he does. He plays hard every shift. 
Whatever the situation is, you count on him.” 

In the first period, with both team trying to set a physical tone 
— the Preds the aggressors, the Canes answering hit for hit 
— Staal made the kind of play on the penalty kill the Canes 
count on. He rammed into the Preds’ Ryan Johansen along 
the boards in the Canes zone, separating Johansen from the 
puck. 

Johansen was irked, skating behind Staal as both went to 
their benches, yapping away. Staal ignored him, his job 
done. And the Canes got the job done, collectively.  

“There’s going to be tight matches,” Staal said. “It’s playoff 
hockey. You’ve got to be comfortable in those situations and 
trust in your game and not deviate from that.  

“I thought for the most part throughout the whole game we 
did a good job of that. You could tell towards the end that we 
were starting to take over the game.” 

The Canes, at least in Game 1, had won the test of wills.  

“The guys were grinding,” Staal said. “We were comfortable 
being in an uncomfortable situation. We kept at our game. 
We kept doing what we want to do. It ended up paying off for 
us.”
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After a year of collective loss, Hurricanes post one very small win for everyone  

By Luke DeCock  

Feels like it’s been a lot longer than two years.  

It’s been two years and a day, to be exact, since the last time 
the Carolina Hurricanes got to play a playoff game in front of 
their own fans, and a little longer than that since they won 
one. 

It feels like it’s been a lifetime. In some ways, it almost has 
been. The last few minutes, as the Hurricanes turned the first 
two-goal lead of the entire playoffs so far into the first three-
goal lead, felt like a celebration of something bigger than a 
playoff win. It’s not quite normal yet, not with a good chunk of 
the 300 level still held empty, not with COVID not yet fully 
conquered, but it’s a lot closer to it than anything we’ve seen 
in the past year and change. 

There’s a finish line to this pandemic out there somewhere, 
one getting closer with every shot into every arm — you 
could even get vaccinated inside the arena Monday, if you 
weren’t already ... and if not, why not? — but everyone was 
ready to take a victory lap Monday night. 

The Hurricanes pulled away in the third period for a 
resounding 5-2 win over the Nashville Predators. The fans 
yelled things and sat shoulder to shoulder and did the wave 
for the first time in months. Gov. Roy Cooper, who lifted the 
capacity restrictions Friday at the conclusion of months of 
careful guidance, was the ceremonial siren sounder before 
the game. Cooper is, he announced via Twitter later Monday 
night, 3-0 on the siren in the playoffs. 

It was just one game, just 12,000 fans in a building 
accustomed to holding many more, but it all felt and looked 
and sounded like so much more. 

It felt like the end of something, and the beginning of 
something else. 

“That’s how it should feel,” Hurricanes coach Rod 
Brind’Amour said afterward. “We’ve been missing that for so 
long. I’m happy our fans got to see us play tonight and play 
well. That was important.” 

This was indeed a virtuoso playoff performance by a team 
that is increasingly experienced in the postseason. That 
showed as the Predators hung tough through two periods, 
throwing hits and keeping things tight despite being 
outplayed overall, getting save after save from Juuse Saros 

and getting a couple goals past rookie starter Alex 
Nedeljkovic.  

It was one of those moments when a team’s constitution is 
put to the test, its patience. Brind’Amour flipped the lines 
back to the way they’ve been most of the season at the first 
intermission, and that was that. A solid second period led to 
a dominant third. The Hurricanes’ game never wavered. 
They scored five goals despite going 0-for-4 on the power 
play. 

There was a lot to like, from Jaccob Slavin’s performance 
coming off the shelf, to Brett Pesce’s first playoff game in two 
years; from Martin Necas taking a hit to make a play early 
and flying around the ice late, to Jordan Staal’s two goals. 

The first of those will show up in the tribute video when he 
retires; Pesce sprung him loose at the blue line and Staal 
shrugged off two Nashville defenders on his way to the net 
before flipping a tight-angle shot over Saros’ right shoulder. 

“I lost the puck a little bit going between those two guys,” 
Staal said. “I put it on net and just kind of when it goes well is 
usually when you’re not really thinking.” 

The Predators asked physical questions and the Hurricanes 
had answers; they may have more skill than their opponents, 
but they also made it clear they won’t be bullied out of this 
series. And there are already villains for both sides: Steven 
Lorentz got under the Predators’ skin in his playoff debut, 
and Erik Haula is clearly unpopular with both his former 
Hurricanes teammates and Carolina fans, who booed him 
throughout an intermission interview conducted in a corner of 
the arena bowl. 

This series is far from over, but the good feelings and better 
vibes far exceeded those usually associated with a home 
Game 1 victory. The Hurricanes gave their fans something to 
celebrate, and the fans were there to celebrate with them. If 
such a thing was ever taken for granted, there was no 
chance of that Monday night. 

There was a collective appreciation of the moment and 
everything it took to make it happen, all of the sacrifices 
made to get here from where we were a year ago. After a 
year spent in quiet, constant mourning for everyone and 
everything lost, here we finally have one very small thing 
gained.  

And also a playoff win, to be savored in any circumstances, 
in any year, at any time.
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DGB weekend rankings: Closing out another season of power rankings with a top 16 for the 
Stanley Cup 

By Sean McIndoe 

It was exactly 16 weeks ago today that the 2021 edition of 
this column launched, back when the season was a few 
games old and we were pretty sure it was way too early. 
Was it? Put it this way: The Flyers were in the top five that 
week. Yeah, it might have been a little early. 

It’s not early anymore, as the regular season is over, except 
where it isn’t. With apologies to the Flames and Canucks, 
whose remaining two games are super important and will 
certainly not be completely ignored by everyone outside their 
immediate families, we can put a bow on the regular season 
right now, with one last set of rankings. 

The weekend certainly gave us plenty to chew on, with four 
games, three overtimes, at least a few upsets depending on 
who you picked, and no early evidence that anyone is 
unbeatable. Should we be shifting teams around the 
rankings based on one game? Well, yeah — one loss in the 
playoffs puts you a quarter of the way to elimination. But 
every Stanley Cup champion loses a few along the way, and 
you always have to strike a balance without overreacting to 
the first games of Round 1. 

So where did those first few games leave us? We’ll get there 
in a minute. But first, let’s wrap up with some regular season 
record-keeping. The season saw a total of 12 teams appear 
in the top five, with 11 more in the bottom five. For the first 
time in a few years, nobody crossed over to appear on both 
lists (although the Flyers certainly made a case). I’m going to 
attribute that to me getting better at this, and not to a shorter 
season giving me about 10 fewer columns to mess up with. 

The Lightning and Golden Knights both appeared in the top 
five in all 17 weeks, and the Avalanche almost did, dropping 
out briefly in early March. Those were also the only three 
teams to appear in the No. 1 slot. Carolina didn’t crack the 
top five for a month, but then ended the season on a 13-
week appearance streak. Other multiple appearances 
included the Bruins (eight times), Capitals (five), Leafs (five, 
all of which were followed by a losing streak) and Islanders 
(twice). Aside from that first-week Flyers pick, every team 
that made the top five went on to secure a playoff spot. 

In the bottom five, Ottawa’s late-season hot streak and final 
weekend escape means that not a single team appeared on 
every list, which I think is a first. The Senators showed up 16 
times while the Red Wings and Ducks both had 15, the 
Sabres ran the table over the final 12 and the Devils had 
eight. Only Detroit, Ottawa and Buffalo held down the top 
spot, and a single appearance by the Predators was the only 
one to feature an eventual playoff team. (Fun fact: That 
Nashville debut came in the same week that the Sabres first 
showed up for the first time, proving that not all bottom five 
appearances are created equal.) 

As for that mushy middle, eight teams didn’t make either list 
all season long. That includes four that missed the playoffs 

(the Flames, Coyotes, Stars and Rangers) and four more 
that are still playing (Blues, Wild, Jets and Oilers). We 
declared the Coyotes the league’s most mediocre team a 
few weeks ago, and that probably holds up, although the 
Blues finishing with 27 wins and 29 losses and a dead-even 
goals differential makes a strong case. 

Let’s get on to the rankings. There’s only one set this week, 
since at this point you can just look at the standings if you 
want to know which teams ended up at the bottom of the 
league. But rather than give you a half-column, let’s go out 
with a bang by going long on the Cup list. That’s right, it’s a 
season-ending top-16 ranking of the most likely Cup winners, 
featuring every playoff team … 

Road to the Cup 

The five 16 teams with the best chances of becoming the 
first team in history to win a Stanley Cup in July. 

Yes, I realize someone else already did this on Friday. But 
what are the chances that they’re more accurate? 
(Remembers Dom makes his picks based on a hyper-
accurate mathematical model he developed himself.) OK, 
sure, but what are the odds that they’re more entertaining? 
(Remembers it’s Gentille.) Huh. Fine, but are their rankings 
more recent than these ones? No? Good, I’m glad we all 
agree mine are better, let’s get to the list. 

It goes without saying that these rankings will factor in this 
weekend’s games because it’s only fair that this column goes 
out the same way it came in: By overreacting to a handful of 
games that probably won’t end up mattering. 

16. St. Louis Blues — I don’t think the Blues are the worst 
team in this year’s playoffs. But they do have the toughest 
path out of their division, including a brutal first-round 
matchup with the Avs that the numbers say could be one of 
the most lopsided in recent years. That still doesn’t mean 
that a first-round exit is a sure thing — a 12 percent chance 
is nowhere near zero — and we can’t count out the core of a 
team that won it all just two years ago. Could they shock us 
all by winning a round? Maybe. Could they win four? That 
feels just about impossible, and that’s before we even factor 
in their evolving COVID-19 situation. 

Anyway, congratulations in advance to the Blues on winning 
it all this year, please remember to engrave my name on the 
Cup for helping make it happen. 

15. Nashville Predators — Their path is almost as ugly as 
what the Blues are facing, and you could make a case that 
it’s even worse. But they have a red-hot goaltender, and in 
the playoffs, that’s half of the blueprint for success. (The 
other half is an opponent that has a cold goaltender.) 

14. Montreal Canadiens — Here’s the flip side of the playoff 
path problem. You could argue that the Habs are the worst 
team in the playoffs; I don’t think you’d be right, but you 
wouldn’t sound unreasonable, and the standings would 
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agree with you. But the North is very winnable, and if you 
can’t imagine the Habs stealing Game 1 from the Leafs and 
sending Toronto into panic mode, you’re not trying hard 
enough. Montreal isn’t my pick to come out of the North, but 
it’s not all that hard to picture it, and it wouldn’t even require 
anything all that crazy happening. The problem is they’d 
have two more rounds to go after that, though. 

13. Winnipeg Jets — I’m picking the Oilers to win the series, 
but I do think we’re collectively sleeping just a little on the 
Jets. They’re strong up front and have maybe the best 
goaltending in the league, and their awful second half may or 
may not mean anything. The idea that they can’t be the team 
that comes out of the North seems weird to me. 

12. Edmonton Oilers — Wait, why do I have all the Canadian 
teams ranked so low? We’ll get to that in a minute. 

For now, I think I’m a little higher on their chances of coming 
out of the North than most, and yeah, a lot of the concerns 
are valid. The depth isn’t there, the blue line isn’t great, and 
it’s hard to trust Mike Smith even after a strong season. I get 
it. But the Connor McDavid factor is hard to understate. Sure, 
it’s a team game, and one guy can only do so much. But 
when that “so much” is two or three points a game, it’s an 
enormous head start for even a mediocre supporting cast. If 
McDavid and Leon Draisaitl cool down, the Oilers are toast, 
but there’s little sign that’s going to happen this year. 

11. Washington Capitals — I picked the Bruins, and still am, 
but the Caps have a win in the bank thanks to Saturday’s OT 
opener. Craig Anderson is a good story with the potential to 
be a great one, but I don’t love being down to my third-string 
goalie after one game. We’re still not sure when Ilya 
Samsonov might play again, and it sounds like the Vitek 
Vanecek injury is no minor tweak. On the plus side: Alex 
Ovechkin looks likes he’s back in beast mode. 

10. Pittsburgh Penguins — Why yes, I did jam all four East 
Division teams together, thanks for noticing. Is this my way of 
telling you I have no idea what’s happening in this division? 
This news conference is over, no further questions. 

I still think the Penguins are close to a coin flip in the series, 
but it goes without saying that another Islanders road win 
tomorrow changes that outlook pretty decisively. 

9. New York Islanders — This is an honest question for 
Islanders fans: When you’re watching your team play a 
close, maybe just slightly boring playoff game on the road 
and it’s tied in the third period, are you a nervous wreck like 
normal fans, or absolutely confident that they’ll Trotz out a 
win like the rest of us watching them? 

8. Boston Bruins — They were my original pick to come out 
of the East. If they’d won the opener, I probably find them a 
spot in the top five. I still like their odds, but winning four of 
six against a solid Caps team is a big ask. The Bruins almost 
stole Game 1, and now tonight’s Game 2 already starts to 
feel crucial. That’s the beauty and/or misery of the playoffs. 

7. Florida Panthers — Is it possible to lose Game 1 and have 
your Cup odds go up? Probably not, but the Panthers looked 
every bit like a team that was ready to go toe-to-toe with the 
Lightning last night. That was just an amazing game, the kind 
that makes new hockey fans if you get it in front of the right 
eyes. Hope you got your spot on the bandwagon early. 

Still … man, it would have been nice to see the Panthers 
steal the win. You do not mess around with a fully-powered 
Lightning team. 

6. Minnesota Wild — They’ve got a long way to go to finish 
off the Golden Knights, the Avalanche are probably next, and 
there would two rounds to go after that. But this is a really 
good team that isn’t getting anywhere near enough credit as 
a legitimate threat. 

Put it this way: Whoever comes out of the West will be the 
Stanley Cup favorite. It could absolutely be the Wild. 

5. Toronto Maple Leafs — OK, so about those Canadian 
teams. I’ve thought it over. 

In this case, “it” isn’t the threats of imminent doom from Leafs 
fans if I kept jinxing the team with a top-five spot, although 
those were considered. Instead, it’s something I don’t think 
any of us pay enough attention to: The path out of the North 
isn’t all that tough, but the last two rounds could be brutal on 
the last Canadian team standing. 

The league’s decision to hold off on starting the North 
playoffs until the Flames and Canucks are done probably 
means that the division winner will head into Round 3 with 
little or no time off to face a rested opponent. They’ll also 
likely have to head down to the U.S. and play the last two 
rounds out of a neutral site, although that’s apparently not 
locked in. And after a season of playing in empty rinks, they’ll 
be facing opponents with close to full capacity. 

So the North winner might be thrown right into a series 
against a better team that’s rested and playing in buildings 
full of deafening fans while playing their home games in 
either empty Canadian rinks or sterile neutral ones. That’s a 
tough hill to climb, no? It’s not unwinnable — this is the NHL, 
nothing’s unwinnable — but it’s also not business as usual, 
which is how we seem to be treating it. 

To be absolutely clear, none of this is an excuse or even a 
complaint. A million things about the season have been 
weird, some of which have worked in the favor of the 
Canadian teams. Like pretty much everything about this 
year, it just is what it is, and everyone has to deal with it the 
best they can. This is no different. But we should be factoring 
it in, and once you do, it’s hard to rank any North Division 
team near the very top of a favorites list, even if all the smart 
people seem to love their odds. 

(All that said, longtime readers, I’m accepting suggestions on 
this year’s Good Luck Bag of Chips.) 

4. Vegas Golden Knights — I’m really, really worried about 
this Wild series. Minnesota played them so tough all year, 
and yesterday’s Game 1 was exactly the sort of loss you’d 
expect to show up in one of those “They’ve got our number” 
type of series. 

But let’s not panic. Marc-Andre Fleury looked phenomenal, 
and the Knights still have the edge on paper. I had them 
ranked first a week ago (when it looked like they’d finish first 
and avoid the Wild). Dropping them out of the top five would 
feel like an overreaction to one close game. But if they lose 
tomorrow, yeah, I’m out. 
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3. Tampa Bay Lightning — The Panthers look scary, but the 
Lightning looked like a team that can handle scary. The one 
big worry heading into the postseason was health, as we 
wondered if Nikita Kucherov would have any rust in his first 
game back. Yeah, I’d say he’s fine. That could make all the 
difference because Tampa played a sloppy game that they 
won’t be happy with and still beat a very good opponent on 
the road. They’re absolutely going to have their hands full in 
this round, but that might just make them mad. 

2. Carolina Hurricanes — For the record, I think tonight feels 
like a classic “The underdog wins Game 1, everyone freaks 
out, and then the favorite wins the series in five” scenario to 
me. Don’t say you weren’t warned. Beyond that, you know 
where I’m at with these guys: Bring the chaos. 

Anyway, the Hurricanes move up to number two just based 
on the fact that the Lightning and Panthers are apparently 

going to spend seven games just completely obliterating 
each other. 

1. Colorado Avalanche — They’re just too good. They’re 
stacked with talent, they’re mostly healthy, and they finished 
strong. And the big one: They outdueled the Knights for the 
top spot, meaning they avoid the Wild. Dom has them as the 
biggest Cup favorites of the last decade by a mile, and while 
I’m not sure I’d go that far, I’m also not completely sure I 
wouldn’t. 

To state the obvious: A 38 percent shot to win is still a 62 
percent shot to fail; that’s what being the overwhelming 
favorite looks like in the parity era. But we don’t need to 
overthink this. The Avs are the best bet to win it all. 

Not ranked: Your favorite non-playoff team – They were 
17th. Thanks for reading, and we’ll see you next season.

 

Rexrode: Predators lineup wasn’t the problem — Canes lineup was the problem 

By Joe Rexrode 

John Hynes probably hasn’t received enough credit for all 
that had to happen to turn the Nashville Predators into a 
hockey team of repute, but that’s coaching in the NHL — 
often an afterthought unless someone’s looking for a 
scapegoat. 

Speaking of which, how about that Game 1 lineup? 

I get it. Physicality was a lot of what happened to get the 
Preds here, 20-7-1 in the second half of the regular season 
to squeak into the playoffs and get a shot at heavily favored 
Central Division champ Carolina. Physicality, at the expense 
of Carolina’s gobs of speed and skill, is what must happen 
for this to be any kind of series. So why not trot out every 
linebacker on the roster? 

The complaint comes when the two who were the most 
surprising choices for that lineup are made to be looking as if 
skating in caramel on the game-winning goal … which isn’t a 
goal because Juuse Saros somehow keeps it out … and 
then everyone in gold continues to operate in slow motion as 
the puck is redirected and put where Saros can’t deal with it. 
Carolina 5, Nashville 2 in front of more than 12,000 fans at 
PNC Arena was about much more than Hynes’ decision to 
go with those two, 6-foot-6, 231-pound Ben Harpur and 6-
foot-5, 222-pound Erik Gudbranson, as his third defensive 
pairing. It did not come down to the decision to sit skilled 
rookie Eeli Tolvanen in favor of Extra Herd Line — Tanner 
Jeannot (6-foot-2, 208) up from the fourth line to the third, 
with Mathieu Olivier (6-foot-2, 210) back in and taking his old 
spot on the fourth. 

It was a better hockey team beating a lesser hockey team. 
The better team looked quite overwhelming for about 30 of 
the final 40 minutes in doing so, as the Hurricanes looked 
against the Predators for the vast majority of their time 
together in the regular season. It was a game that did not 
give off the vibes of a long series to come. 

But, hey, it’s certainly too early to just give up and return to 
wishing GM David Poile opted to sell at the trading deadline, 
so why not get mad at Hynes first? I have no idea if Matt 

Benning and Dante Fabbro would have fared any better as 
the third pairing. The Hurricanes are going to target whoever 
is in that role. But one or both would probably be worth a 
look in Wednesday’s Game 2. 

I can’t say Tolvanen, who as Hynes correctly pointed out has 
struggled to find his game since returning from injury, would 
have done anything to help a power play that looked anemic 
in three chances. You can have the filthiest shot in the world 
coming from that left circle and it won’t matter if you can’t 
even set up. 

There’s a significant gap in offensive might between these 
teams, so while there’s understandable interest in a lineup 
that keeps things “in the trenches,” as Hynes said last week, 
the Preds might simply need as much skill as they can offer 
to try to keep up on the scoreboard. The Canes aren’t trying 
to stay in the trenches all night, not in a game that matters to 
them. Also, as they demonstrated Monday, they aren’t 
cowering from confrontation. They gave plenty back. An 
official 56-49 edge in hits serves as evidence but doesn’t 
fully convey the extent of their dismissal of the idea that 
“playoff-style hockey” will bother them and give the Preds a 
chance. 

“They knew what it was gonna be like. They were ready for 
it,” said Erik Haula, who scored along with Filip Forsberg for 
the Preds, and took boos all night from his former home fans. 

Those fans might have many more raucous nights ahead. 
Carolina is a complete hockey team, fully capable of winning 
this tournament. That’s Nashville’s issue. The lineup 
conversation is just something to have because the Preds 
have to try to figure something out. And because it might be 
a bit much to love the fourth line so much that you let it creep 
into other lines. It’s worth looking at changes, and while 
we’re talking about lines that need to pick it up, how about 
the Mikael Granlund-Calle Jarnkrok-Luke Kunin second line? 
They were conspicuously absent in this game after doing so 
much in the regular season to get the Preds here. 

Hynes, for his part, got a bit frustrated at the personnel 
questions, pointing out that it was 2-2 entering the third 
period and saying: “We can talk about the lineup all we want, 
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but we played physical, we played hard. It was a competitive 
game and we didn’t find a way to win one.” 

And now they’ll be trying to win a playoff series for the first 
time in franchise history after losing the first game. Nashville 

is 0-11 all-time after dropping Game 1. So the Predators are 
battling history. Their lineup is uncertain. Their coach has 
tough choices to make and a pressing need to find a spark in 
new combinations. And none of these things count as their 
biggest problem.

 

Carolina Hurricanes playoff hockey has returned to PNC Arena, and no one is taking it for 
granted now 

By Sara Civian 

In another life, you would’ve heard some passing complaints 
about the rain as you walked through the overcast tailgate 
lots outside of PNC Arena ahead of Game 1 on Monday. 

But in this life, all I heard was the cracking of Storm Brew 
cans, “I Wanna Dance with Somebody” by Whitney Houston 
and, out of nowhere, a high-pitched scream. 

I turned around and saw the person screaming was Rod 
Brind’Amour’s youngest son, Brooks. He was celebrating a 
goal he scored in a makeshift street hockey game among the 
tailgates. 

The relationship between the Brind’Amour family and 
Raleigh, N.C., is hard to explain to anyone on the outside. 
Brind’Amour is a living legend in the local hockey scene — if 
we’re being honest, there probably isn’t much of a local 
hockey scene without him. But at the same time, he and his 
family blend right in and participate in the community as 
anyone else would. Brind’Amour umpires his son’s T-ball 
games, and his son plays street hockey with his friends 
outside of PNC Arena as if his dad isn’t about to coach the 
Carolina Hurricanes to a 5-2 win over the Nashville 
Predators in the opener of the first-round series. 

That win was the 102nd playoff game the Hurricanes have 
played since relocating to Raleigh. Brind’Amour has been 
directly involved in 96 of those 102. 

A few feet away from the street hockey game of the decade, 
I saw two people attending different tailgates who recognized 
each other from Twitter. That quickly turned into one giant 
tailgate. 

I saw reunions and compassion and a father and son simply 
sitting in lawn chairs, content to just be there. 

Brett Pesce summed up all this emotion pretty well after 
morning skate. 

“I’m definitely not going to take it for granted this time,” the 
defenseman said. 

He lived up to that claim, with two consequential assists on 
the evening. 

The fans lived up to it, too. 

“It was awesome. It was incredible. It was one of the best 
atmospheres that I’ve ever played in front of, for sure,” said 
goalie Alex Nedeljkovic, who won his first career playoff start. 
“… I was able to come up a few years ago during the 
Islanders series as a backup. (That) full barn doesn’t even 
compare to what we heard tonight. … Whatever we had, 
12,000 (fans) tonight, it felt like 24,000. It was crazy.” 

“The crowd was phenomenal. I just can’t say enough about 
that,” Brind’Amour added. “That was nice. That was great for 
everybody who got to be here. That’s how it should feel. 
We’ve been missing that for so long.” 

I’m sure one day we’ll get used to what a privilege it is to 
attend a playoff hockey game again. We’ll make minor 
complaints about the weather again, we’ll pack up our 
tailgates a few minutes early and there will be an unspoken 
beauty in all of that permanence and normalcy. 

But Monday night, we played street hockey with the 
Brind’Amours, combined tailgates and made the absolute 
most out of 12,000 strong. 

We barely even noticed it was raining. 

• I keep a running log of my thoughts that might turn into 
bullet points throughout each big game, and I have two for 
Jordan Staal: “Jordan Staal is a monster” from the second 
period and “Jordan Staal, monster” from the third. When the 
big guy is on, it looks like getting the lightning bolt in Mario 
Kart where you can make everyone smaller and slower than 
you. And boy, was he on. 

His laugh when asked what he “saw” on the play said it all. “I 
pretty much lost the puck a little bit going between those two 
guys. I put it on net. When it goes well is usually when you’re 
not really thinking,” he said. “I was just kind of finding a way 
to get to the net. It was a good goal.” 

I agree. 

Staal ended the game with two goals, four shots on goal and 
four hits. 

“That’s just what he does,” Brind’Amour said. 

• The essential question of this series: Will Hurricanes fans 
end up hating former Cane Erik Haula the most, or will 
Predators fans end up hating Nino Niederreiter the most? 
Don’t get me wrong, Haula caused an absolute ruckus — he 
was at least peripherally involved in most altercations, he 
had Canes players screaming at him from the bench, he had 
Canes fans booing him during his intermission interview and 
he responded with sarcastic kisses. Worst of all, he scored 
the 2-2 equalizer. But I really have to hand it to Niederreiter 
for calmly opening up the third period with a point-blank 
answer to Haula’s goal. There’s been so much talk about if 
the Canes will be able to handle “physicality” this 
postseason, specifically in this series, and they keep 
answering with goals. I don’t love “hits” as a stat because if 
you’re in the position to make a hit, chances are you don’t 
have possession of the puck but for what it’s worth, the 
Canes led 56-49 in hits. 

• I am obsessed with Filip Forsberg’s mustache. 
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• Speaking of him and his 1920s silent film villain demeanor, 
though, his goal came after the Canes failed to clear the 
puck. 

There was no stopping this objectively amazing play, and 
you have to give Forsberg credit. But you started to worry a 
bit when Haula’s goal also came after the Canes failed to 
clear the puck. 

These are the even-strength areas that Nashville might be 
able to compete against with the Canes, and the Canes have 
to make sure this doesn’t become a habit. 

• I loved the response from the Canes less than 90 seconds 
after Forsberg opened the scoring. They weren’t going to 
leave Nedeljkovic out to dry in his first playoff start, and part 
of me thinks that collective hunger to not lose the game for a 
rookie factored into the team’s decision to start him in Game 
1. But like I said, Pesce is the heart and soul of this team, 
and he created that entire play. 

• Nedeljkovic was fine. He got much better as the game 
progressed and he actually saw some shots, and this trend 
of improvement over time is exactly what’s so exciting about 

him. “I don’t know if I was really fighting it (early on),” he said. 
“Just a few weird bounces maybe, and then just a bad read 
on that first goal, getting stretched out a little bit. I thought, 
for the most part, it was just another game. Everybody was 
just a little bit louder. You just try to look at it that way, that 
it’s just another game.” “It’s really not that difficult — he’s 
earned the right to start,” Brind’Amour said. “(Petr Mrazek) is 
our guy, but he’s had a lot of time off. Not that I was 
questioning whether or not he could do it, it just gave Ned an 
opportunity this year. It just felt like he earned the start.”As 
always, try not to read too much into that statement. 

• As unproductive as the 0-for-4 power play was, I liked what 
I was seeing from the second unit. I think the Canes will 
move around some things and come back Wednesday a little 
sharper on the man advantage. I’m not worrying about it until 
at least Game 2. 

• The Canes had the first two-goal lead of the playoffs when 
it was 4-2, then a trademark Andrei Svechnikov empty-netter 
made it 5-2. I think the coast is clear to admit the Central 
Division champs are actually good.
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Hurricanes use big 3rd period, Staal’s 2 goals to win Game 1 over Preds 

Carolina took a 1-0 series lead with Monday's win 

By Cory Lavalette 

The Carolina Hurricanes scored three times in the third 
period to pull away from the Nashville Predators, winning 5-2 
in Game 1 of their first-round Stanley Cup Playoffs series on 
Monday at PNC Arena. 

Hurricanes captain Jordan Staal scored twice, and Teuvo 
Teravainen, Nino Niederreiter and Andrei Svechnikov also 
had goals for Carolina. 

Three Thoughts 

1. The Hurricanes and Predators entered the third period tied 
at 2, and in a postseason of inevitable overtimes, it felt like 
Game 1 could be headed that way. 

But Carolina wasn’t having it. After tilting the momentum in 
the second period, the Hurricanes opened the floodgates in 
the third. Niederreiter scored just 2:26 into the final period off 
a pass from Martin Necas, and Staal’s second goal with 12 
minutes remaining was the death blow that buried the 
Predators. 

“He’s our captain for a reason,” Niederreiter said of Staal. 
“He leads by example on and off the ice. … He knows what 
to do. We definitely want to follow his lead.” 

Overall, Carolina outshot Nashville 38-24 and carried play for 
much of the final two periods. 

2. The atmosphere was different than any seen at a 
Hurricanes game in more than 14 months. The NHL — after 
the state of North Carolina lifted all restrictions on game 
attendance last week — authorized the Hurricanes to have 
12,000 fans at PNC Arena starting with Monday’s game. 

It made a difference. 

Whether it was the crowd taunting former Hurricanes Erik 
Haula — both when he had the puck and during a second 
intermission interview just off the ice — or the momentum 
swings that seemed accentuated by the loud cheers, PNC 
Arena again felt like an intimidating building to visit. 

“Whatever we had, 12,000 tonight, it felt like 24,” said goalie 
Alex Nedeljkovic, who had 22 saves in his NHL playoff 
debut. “It was crazy.” 

Hurricanes coach Rod Brind’Amour seemed particularly 
appreciative to have a building with more occupied seats 
than empty ones. 

“The crowd was phenomenal,” he said. “I just can’t say 
enough about that. That was nice. That was great for 
everybody that got to be here. That’s how it should feel. 
We’ve been missing that for so long. I was happy that our 

fans got to see us play tonight and play well. That was pretty 
important.” 

3. The Hurricanes have overhauled their roster pretty 
significantly since Brind’Amour took over as coach. On 
Monday, however, Carolina leaned on the players who 
predate the team’s recent success. 

On top of Staal and Teravainen, who combined for three of 
Carolina’s five goals, the Hurricanes got key contributions 
from other holdovers from the Bill Peters era. 

Brock McGinn took the ice for the first time since April 4 and 
was part of a fourth line that helped Carolina show it wouldn’t 
be pushed around by a heavy Nashville lineup. 

“I thought Brock had a really good game, very noticeable 
considering he’s been out for quite a while,” Brind’Amour 
said. 

Jaccob Slavin, a game-time decision, not only played but 
logged a team-high 21:25 and finished with four hits. 

“He was a warrior tonight,” Brind’Amour said, “and he’s such 
a big part of our team. We need him.” 

And, finally, there is Brett Pesce, who was playing in his first 
playoff game in two years and one day after missing last 
year’s playoff bubble while recovering from shoulder surgery. 
He assisted on Carolina’s first two goals and, with Slavin, 
continues to be the bedrock of the Hurricanes’ defense. 

While Carolina has grown together over the past two 
postseasons, it’s Staal, Teravainen, McGinn, Slavin and 
Pesce — along with Sebastian Aho, the team’s top scorer — 
who suffered through the lean years. 

Certainly any deep postseason run will require contributions 
from up and down the lineup, but one can’t help but think the 
road to glory starts and ends with the Hurricanes’ own 
Original 6. 

Number To Know 

8 — Shots on goal from Svechnikov, tied for the second-
most in a playoff game in franchise history. Jeff O’Neill had 
11 shots and a goal against the Maple Leafs in the 2002 
Eastern Conference Final-clinching 2-1 win in Toronto. 

Brind’Amour is the other former Hurricanes player to have 
eight shots on goal in a playoff game, doing so in Carolina’s 
4-1 loss to Montreal in Game 2 of the 2002 Eastern 
Conference Semifinals. 

Former Whalers Murray Craven (April 23, 1992, vs. 
Montreal), Dave Babych (April 14, 1987, vs. Quebec) and 
John Anderson (April 8, 1987, vs. Quebec) all had eight 
shots in a playoff game for Hartford. Svechnikov’s eight 
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shots on Monday is a franchise-best against a non-Canadian 
opponent. 

They Said It 

“Everybody’s got to stay composed as best they can and just 
focus on the big picture. Maybe save whatever revenge or 
getting back at somebody for another day.” 

— Hurricanes goalie Alex Nedeljkovic on Carolina not getting 
drawn into retaliation against the Predators 

Plus 

Jordan Staal, Hurricanes center — I’m not sure there were 
really any, but concerns about Staal’s ability to lead like 
predecessors Brind’Amour or Justin Williams should be put 
to rest. The Carolina captain took charge in Game 1, scoring 
twice at even strength, as the Hurricanes used their depth to 
come at the Predators in waves over the final two periods. 

Brind’Amour summarized what he has said many times 
before about his captain. 

“He plays hard every shift,” the coach said. “And whatever 
the situation, you can count on him. That’s why he’s our 
leader.” 

Minus 

Jake Bean, Hurricanes defenseman — A good start for the 
rookie was negated by a failed clear on the Predators’ first 
goal. From there, Bean seemed rattled the rest of the way, 
whether it was from his mistake on the goal or Nashville’s 
targeting of him. 

Bean played 13:44, and there will certainly be questions 
about whether or Jake Gardiner should play in Game 2 if 
Nashville again goes with a heavy lineup in an effort to rattle 
Carolina.

 

 

 

Gold: Three thoughts from Game 1 win 

By Adam Gold 

As it turns out, the Carolina Hurricanes can play the physical 
game as well. The Canes threw their own bodies around at 
the Nashville Predators, dishing out 56 hits, in a 5-2 win as 
Carolina took a 1-0 lead in their best-of-seven opening round 
series. Jordan Staal scored twice to lead the way, Brett 
Pesce dished out a pair of assists and the Canes played a 
dominant final two periods to get the win. 

Traditionally, the game awards stars to the three best 
players, but we’re going to put a little twist on tradition and 
simply mention three huge moments that flipped this game in 
Carolina’s favor. 

1-Quick response. About a minute and a half after Filip 
Forsberg gave the Predators a 1-0 lead, Teuvo Teravainen 
redirected a Pesce shot from the point past Nashville 
goaltender Juuse Saros for a 1-1 score. That the Hurricanes 
were able to draw even so quickly is not surprising. The 
Canes have done that often this year, and this team is 
blessed with a ton of firepower, especially since Teravainen’s 

return from concussion issues. How the Canes responded is 
really the bigger story and that brings us to… 

2-Fourth line energy. Steven Lorentz, Jordan Martinook and 
Brock McGinn’s collective fingerprints were all over this 
game. They combined for 39 minutes on the ice, delivered 
15 hits and it was Lorentz’ puck pressure and Martinook’s 
net-front presence that allowed Teravainen the room to 
deflect the Pesce shot through to equal the scoring in the 
first. 

3-This is not a team that is easily taken out of their game. 
The Canes are more than capable of meeting the physical 
challenge if that’s what you’re interested in. There are times I 
wish Carolina would get there first, and tonight was one of 
those games. But, it was like, ‘well, if you insist’, and once 
the Canes decided that this is the way it had to be, they 
started taking it to Nashville. 

I’d expect more of the same Wednesday night. Maybe the 
Hurricanes will even get there first.
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Game 1 Recap: Staal Leads Canes Past Predators 

Staal scores two goals in front of raucous crowd at PNC 
Arena 

By Michael Smith 

In front of a current-capacity crowd of 12,000 at PNC Arena, 
the Carolina Hurricanes defeated the Nashville Predators in 
Game 1 of the First Round of the 2021 Stanley Cup Playoffs. 

Jordan Staal netted two goals, and Alex Nedeljkovic made 
22 saves in his first-career NHL postseason appearance and 
win. 

"I thought everyone played really well all the way through the 
lineup. The guys were grinding," Staal said. "We were 
comfortable being in an uncomfortable situation. We kept at 
our game and kept doing what we want to do. It ended up 
paying off for us." 

The Difference, Part I 

Jordan Staal has announced his presence in the 2021 
Stanley Cup Playoffs. 

Staal, who assembled a Selke-worthy regular season, tallied 
two goals, one to put the Canes ahead for a stretch in the 
second period and them one to give the Canes the first two-
goal lead of the entire playoffs. 

"He was great. Again, that's just what he does," head coach 
Rod Brind'Amour said. "He plays hard every shift. Whatever 
the situation, you can count on him. That's why he's our 
leader." 

After winning a faceoff in the neutral zone in the second 
period, Staal accepted a pass from Brett Pesce, outmuscled 
the defense of Mattias Ekholm and Roman Josi and then 
roofed a shot past Juuse Saros from a seemingly impossible 
angle to put the Canes up 2-1. 

"I pretty much lost the puck a little bit going between those 
two guys," Staal chuckled. "I put it on net. When it goes well 
is usually when you're not really thinking." 

Maybe Staal wasn't really thinking either when he made a 
simple play in the slot in the third period to put the Canes up 
two. The scoring sequence began with his strong, first-man 
pressure on the forecheck, which forced a turnover behind 
the net. The puck ended up on Staal's stick in the slot, and 
he turned and fired a shot that squeaked through Saros' five-
hole. 

"He's our captain for a reason. He leads by example on and 
off the ice," Nino Niederreiter said. "He knows what to expect 
and what to do, so we definitely want to follow his lead." 

The Difference, Part II 

I was in the Toronto bubble. Even in an empty building and 
artificial crowd noise filling out the ambiance, what transpired 
on the ice felt like playoff hockey. That is, as best as it could. 

Nothing compares to playoff hockey - or really, any sport - as 
it's meant to be played: In front of thousands of passionate 
fans, emotions high and decibels soaring. 

It had been two years since playoff hockey was last played in 
Raleigh - not as long as the wait from 2009 to 2019, by any 
stretch, but 2020 might as well have been a decade. 

Rally towels waving. A packed lower bowl. A current-capacity 
crowd of 12,000 fans cheering and chanting and wooing and 
booing. Even the wave made an appearance in the third 
period. 

There's nothing like it. 

"That's hockey. For everybody, it's been a long time coming," 
Staal said. "There's no better feeling than playing a big game 
at home with the fans like that. The boys were ready to go. 
The fans were ready. It was a lot of fun. Playoff hockey, 
there's nothing better." 

Nedeljkovic said the crowd of 12,000 felt double that. There 
was a raucous energy in the stands, and the Canes fed off of 
it on the ice. 

"The crowd was phenomenal. I just can't say enough about 
that," Brind'Amour said. "That was nice. That was great for 
everybody who got to be here. That's how it should feel. 
We've been missing that for so long. I was happy that our 
fans got to see us play tonight and play well." 

Fist Bumps 

Nino Niederreiter 

After scoring 20 goals in a bounce-back regular season, 
Niederreiter netted his first of the playoffs in the third period, 
a goal that ended up being the difference in the game. After 
Saros stoned Vincent Trocheck with a brilliant stop, Martin 
Necas worked to fish the puck out from behind the net and 
feed Niederreiter in the slot for the quick hitter. 

Alex Nedeljkovic  

Just as Staal had a regular season worthy of Selke 
consideration, so too did Nedeljkovic assemble a rookie 
campaign worthy of a Calder Trophy nomination. 
Nedeljkovic, who was thrust into action when Petr Mrazek 
missed two months with a right thumb injury, finished the 
season with a 15-5-3 record and three shutouts, and his 1.90 
goals-against average, .932 save percentage were tops in 
the league among goaltenders who played at least 20 
games. 
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"He's earned the right to start," Brind'Amour said. "Yeah, Petr 
is our guy, but he's had a lot of time off. Not that I was 
questioning whether or not he could do it, but we gave Ned 
an opportunity this year, and it felt like he earned the start." 

So, the Canes turned to Nedeljkovic in Game 1, and the 25-
year-old netminder, who led the Charlotte Checkers to a 
Calder Cup in 2019, stopped 22 of 24 shots in his NHL 
playoff debut. 

"Everybody wants to play and battle and get in there," he 
said. "Fortunately the coaching staff and the guys trusted me 
enough to give me the start tonight, but you have to take it 
one day at a time and whatever happens, happens." 

Like the team in front of him, Nedeljkovic was solid and 
steady, especially in the third period when the Canes 
grabbed control of the game and didn't relent. 

"I thought he did a great job of handling the puck when he 
needed to, making some big saves and slowing the game 
down when they were getting some zone time," Staal said. 
"He was just solid the whole way through." 

Teuvo Teravainen  

Teravainen, one of three players on the roster who have won 
the Stanley Cup, scored the Canes' first goal of the 
postseason - and perhaps most importantly, it came not even 
90 seconds after Filip Forsberg opened the scoring for 
Nashville in the first period. 

While jockeying for positioning in the slot. Teravainen got his 
stick on Brett Pesce's point shot to deflect a bouncing puck 
in past Saros. 

The goal was Teravainen's 11th in the postseason since 
2019, which leads the Canes over that span. 

Stats Pack 

2: Brett Pesce tallied two primary assists, equaling his single-
game postseason career high in helpers. 

9: With the secondary assist on Teravainen's goal, Steven 
Lorentz is the ninth player in Canes history to record a point 
in his Stanley Cup Playoffs debut. 

21:25: Jaccob Slavin was a game-time decision heading into 
Game 1, but the Canes' top defender logged 21:25 of ice 
time with one shot attempt, four hits and a plus-1 rating. 

Quote of the Night 

"It was awesome. It was incredible. It's one the best 
atmospheres I've ever played in front of, for sure." - Alex 
Nedeljkovic 

Up Next 

Game 2 is set for Wednesday night in Raleigh, and the rink 
should be rocking once again.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

CAROLINA HURRICANES 
NEWS CLIPPINGS • May 18, 2021 

 

 

Staal scores twice, Hurricanes defeat Predators in Game 1 

Rookie Nedeljkovic makes 22 saves to win NHL playoff 
debut 

By Kurt Dusterberg 

RALEIGH, N.C. -- Jordan Staal scored two goals for the 
Carolina Hurricanes in a 5-2 win against the Nashville 
Predators in Game 1 of the Stanley Cup First Round at PNC 
Arena on Monday. 

"He was great," Hurricanes coach Rod Brind'Amour said. "It's 
just what he does, plays hard every night, every shift. 
Whatever the situation, you can count on him. That's why 
he's our leader." 

Nino Niederreiter put Carolina ahead 3-2 at 2:26 of the third 
period. After Juuse Saros made a sprawling save on 
Hurricanes forward Vincent Trocheck in the slot, Martin 
Necas gathered a loose puck behind the net and passed to 
Niederreiter for a one-timer in the slot. 

Staal made it 4-2 at 8:00 with his second of the game, and 
Andrei Svechnikov scored into an empty net with 1:47 
remaining for the 5-2 final. 

Rookie Alex Nedeljkovic made 22 saves in his Stanley Cup 
Playoff debut, and Brett Pesce had two assists for the 
Hurricanes, who are the No. 1 seed in the Discover Central 
Division. 

"I thought for the most part it was just another game, 
obviously just a little bit louder," Nedeljkovic said. "You just 
try to look at it that way; it's just another game, and we've got 
three more (wins) to go." 

Filip Forsberg and Erik Haula scored for the Predators, the 
No. 4 seed. Saros made 33 saves. 

"We did some good things," Nashville coach John Hynes 
said. "It was a 2-2 tie going into the third period, we didn't 
find a way to win it. Now we will go to the evaluation process 
on the game and on our lineup." 

Game 2 of the best-of-7 series will be played here 
Wednesday (8 p.m. ET; CNBC, FX-CA, TVAS, BSSO). 

Forsberg cut to the net through the left face-off circle and 
scored off a pass by Ryan Johansen from the end boards to 
give the Predators a 1-0 lead at 12:14 of the first period. 

"I think we have a recipe for how to play well against them," 
Forsberg said. "I think we were showing it at times. I don't 

think we played our best game. They deserved to win. They 
played better than us tonight." 

Teuvo Teravainen tied it 1-1 at 13:41 with a one-handed 
redirection of Pesce's one-timer from the point. 

Staal scored at 4:19 of the second period to give Carolina a 
2-1 lead. After Staal won a face-off to Pesce, the Hurricanes 
captain took a return pass and split Predators defensemen 
Mattias Ekholm and Roman Josi before scoring top shelf 
near the goal line. 

"I pretty much lost the puck a little bit going between those 
two guys," Staal said. "When it goes well is usually when 
you're not really thinking. I was just kind of finding a way to 
get to the net. It was a good goal." 

Haula tied it 2-2 at 8:41 when he took a pass from Matt 
Duchene and scored when his shot went in off the back of 
the sweater of defenseman Jani Hakanpaa at the right hash 
marks. 

Nashville defenseman Alexandre Carrier and forwards 
Tanner Jeannot, Yakov Trenin and Mathieu Olivier each 
made his NHL playoff debut. 

"We have a lot of guys who have made cases for themselves 
to play, and obviously the group tonight didn't get it done," 
Hynes said. "We have some guys who are not in the lineup 
that we know are ready to play and can really contribute, so 
that's all part of the process." 

Teams that win Game 1 are 490-222 (68.8 percent) winning 
a best-of-7 NHL playoff series, including 7-1 in the first round 
last season. 

NOTES: Defenseman Jaccob Slavin was plus-1 with four hits 
in 21:25 after missing Carolina's final regular-season game, 
a 5-0 loss at Nashville on May 10, with a lower-body injury. 
... Nedeljkovic is the first rookie goalie to win a playoff game 
for the Hurricanes since Cam Ward in Game 7 of the 2006 
Stanley Cup Final against the Edmonton Oilers. ... Forward 
Steven Lorentz had an assist on Teravainen's goal in his 
NHL playoff debut. … The Hurricanes outhit the Predators 
56-49. … Josi was minus-3 with one shot on goal in 24:04. 
… Haula played 41 games for Carolina last season, scoring 
22 points (12 goals, 10 assists), before being traded to the 
Florida Panthers on Feb. 24 with three other players for 
Trocheck.
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Nedeljkovic comes through for Hurricanes in Game 1 win against Predators 

Rookie goalie makes 22 saves, says playoff debut 'just 
another game' 

By Tracey Myers 

Alex Nedeljkovic said he was treating his first career start in 
the Stanley Cup Playoffs like it was just another game, and 
the Carolina Hurricanes goalie excelled in this one as much 
as he did in most of his regular-season appearances. 

Nedeljkovic made 22 saves for the Hurricanes, who defeated 
the Nashville Predators 5-2 in Game 1 of the Stanley Cup 
First Round at PNC Arena in Raleigh, North Carolina, on 
Monday.  

Game 2 will be played here Wednesday (8 p.m. ET; CNBC, 
FX-CA, TVAS2, BSSO). Teams that win Game 1 are 490-
222 (68.8 percent) winning a best-of-7 NHL playoff series, 
including 7-1 in the first round last season. 

The 25-year-old rookie allowed a goal to forward Filip 
Forsberg for a 1-0 Nashville lead 12:14 into the first period, 
and Predators forward Erik Haula scored off a deflection to 
tie the game 2-2 8:41 into the second period. Otherwise, 
Nedeljkovic looked calm and in control.  

"I don't know if I was really fighting it [early]," Nedeljkovic 
said. "Just a few weird bounces maybe and just a bad read 
on that first goal. I got stretched out a little bit, but I thought 
for the most part it was just another game, just everybody 
was a little bit louder. You just try to look at it that way. It's 
just another game and we have three more to go here. But 
our focus is on Wednesday night now."  

Nedeljkovic got his opportunity this season when starting 
goalie Petr Mrazek missed 31 games after having surgery on 
his right thumb in February. He went 15-5-3 with a 1.90 

goals-against average. 932 save percentage and three 
shutouts in 23 games, all starts.   

Hurricanes coach Rod Brind'Amour said Nedeljkovic earned 
the start in Game 1. 

"It's really not that difficult," Brind'Amour said. "Yeah, Petr is 
our guy, but he's had a lot of time off, so it's not that I was 
questioning whether or not he could do it. We just gave 'Ned' 
an opportunity this year and just felt like he earned the start." 

Carolina captain Jordan Staal, who scored two goals in 
Game 1, wasn't surprised at Nedeljkovic's performance. 

"He's been doing that all year, tonight was no different," 
Staal said. "I thought he did a great job of handling the puck 
when he needed to, and then obviously making some big 
saves and slowing the game down when they were getting 
some zone time. I thought he was just solid the whole way 
through." 

Nedeljkovic isn't assuming he's the No. 1 guy from here on 
out. Mrazek was 6-2-3 with a 2.06 GAA, .923 save 
percentage and three shutouts in 12 games, all starts, and 
James Reimer was 15-5-2 with a 2.66 GAA and .906 save 
percentage in 22 games (21 starts). But Nedeljkovic showed 
he can handle the playoff pressure. 

"Obviously 'Mraz' and 'Reims' have played well all year as 
well, so it wouldn't be surprising to see one of those two in 
net the next game," Nedeljkovic said. "I mean, everybody 
wants to play, you know? Everybody wants to battle and get 
in there. Fortunately, the coaching staff and the guys trusted 
me enough to give me the start tonight, but you have to take 
it one day at a time and whatever happens, happens."
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Staal, Niederreiter lift Hurricanes past Predators 5-2 

By Aaron Beard 

RALEIGH, N.C. (AP) — The Carolina Hurricanes had a 
building full of rowdy fans again, players back from injury and 
a strong showing from their captain to help break open a 
close game. 

The Central Division champions got the start they needed in 
the postseason. 

Jordan Staal scored twice and Nino Niederreiter beat Juuse 
Saros for the go-ahead goal early in the third period, helping 
the Hurricanes to a 5-2 win over the Nashville Predators on 
Monday night to open their first-round playoff series. 

The Hurricanes trailed 1-0 early against a team that added 
some size to the lineup and a physical edge, but began to 
establish their style of play more effectively in the second 
period and then took over the final 20 minutes. 

By the end, Carolina had finished with a 38-24 edge in shots 
on goal and outhit the Predators in a game with plenty of 
chippy moments and chesty exchanges between the teams. 

“I’m not concerned at how the game is going to be played, 
because we kind of have shown that all year,” coach Rod 
Brind’Amour said. “Whatever style ends up playing, we’ve 
answered the bell, always. If it’s an up-and-down game, OK, 
we can do that. If it ends up being a little grittier, that actually 
suits us, too.” 

Niederreiter hammered the puck past Saros from between 
the circles at 2:26 of the third, finishing a perfect pass from 
Martin Necas only moments after Saros had made a big stop 
on Vincent Trocheck. That broke a 2-all tie as the Hurricanes 
made their move. 

Staal followed with his second goal midway through the 
second, created partly by his own pressure on the forecheck. 
After Saros stopped a shot near the post from Warren 
Foegele, the captain gathered the loose puck and pushed it 
past Saros for a 4-2 lead at the eight-minute mark. 

Andrei Svechnikov added the clinching empty-netter on a 
breakaway at 18:13 for Carolina. 

“Obviously that third period wasn’t our strongest period,” said 
Nashville forward Filip Forsberg, who had the game’s first 
goal. 

Teuvo Teravainen scored a first-period goal for the 
Hurricanes, while Alex Nedeljkovic made 22 saves in his first 
playoff start. 

Erik Haula also scored for the Predators, while Saros — who 
entered the postseason as one of the league’s hottest 
players — finished with 33 saves. 

The Hurricanes host Game 2 on Wednesday night before the 
best-of-seven series shifts west to Nashville in neighboring 
Tennessee. 

WELCOME BACK 

PNC Arena was loud again after the state loosened COVID-
19 protocols regarding public gatherings and physical 
distancing earlier this week. 

The Hurricanes welcomed a towel-waving crowd of about 
12,000 for this one, roughly two-thirds full. The team had 
roughly 5,000 fans attending home games to close the 
regular season. 

“Whatever we had, 12,000 tonight — and it felt like 24,” 
Nedeljkovic said. 

Gov. Roy Cooper — a notable Hurricanes fan who 
announced the protocol changes — sounded the pregame 
storm-warning siren for the Hurricanes to take the ice.  

Duke football coach David Cutcliffe and North Carolina State 
women’s basketball coach Wes Moore sounded the siren for 
the second and third periods. 

SEASON SET 

Carolina had won the first six meetings of the eight-game 
season series on the way to winning its first division crown 
since winning the franchise’s only Stanley Cup 15 years ago. 

The Predators won the last two meetings to close the regular 
season, securing their seventh straight trip to the postseason 
behind a late surge that had Nashville steadily climbing the 
division standings since March. 

LINEUP CALLS 

Nashville coach John Hynes decided to get more size in his 
lineup, going with 6-foot-5 defenseman Erik Gudbranson 
(222 pounds) instead of Dante Fabbro (6-0,189). And 
forward Tanner Jeannot (6-2, 208) was bumped up from the 
fourth line to the third. 

“We can talk all about the lineup all we want, but we played 
physical,” Hynes said. “We played hard. It was a physical 
game, and we didn’t find a way to win one.” 

BACK IN ACTION 

Carolina defenseman Jaccob Slavin missed much of the 
week’s workouts with a lower-body injury suffered in the 
second-to-last game at Nashville. He was a game-time 
decision, and had 21:25 of ice time. 

The Hurricanes also got back forward Brock McGinn who 
had missed 19 games since early April with an upper-body 
injury. 

BAD TREND 

Nashville is 0-11 when losing Game 1 of a playoff series.
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NHL Playoff Buzzer: Bruins tie series, Hurricanes and Avalanche take leads 

By Marisa Ingemi 

 Brad Marchand sent the Bruins to a 1-1 series tie 
heading home. 

 Jordan Staal netted two goals and the Hurricanes 
handled Nashville 5-2. 

 Colorado’s best players stepped up to stop the 
Blues 4-1. 

 Three more games on Tuesday’s playoff slate. 

Game 2: Bruins 4, Capitals 3 (OT) 

It looked like Washington was set to take a 2-0 series lead, 
and then Taylor Hall happened. The Bruins top deadline 
acquisition poked a puck past Capitals goalie Craig 
Anderson with a hair over four minutes left in regulation to 
force overtime, and then Brad Marchand won it 39 seconds 
into overtime. 

The series shift is drastic; Boston goes from facing down an 
0-2 start to the series to momentum, a series tie, and home 
ice for the next two contests. 

Game 1: Hurricanes 5, Predators 2 

Jordan Staal scored twice and defenseman Brett Pesce had 
two assists as the Hurricanes handled Nashville to open the 
series. They held the Predators to just 14 combined shots in 
the final two periods. 

It was the first multi-goal win in the Stanley Cup Playoffs, in 
front of 12,000 fans in the highest-attended NHL game of the 
year. 

Game 1: Avalanche 4, Blues 1 

Gabriel Landeskog notched a playoff Gordie Howe hat trick 
as the Avalanche offense broke through in the third period to 
take a 4-1 win. Nathan MacKinnon scored the go-ahead goal 
30 seconds into the third period, and nabbed the empty 
netter for a two-goal night. 

Blues goalie Jordan Binnington made 46 saves to keep St. 
Louis in it, but it wasn’t enough to hold down the Avs offense. 

Three Stars for action from Monday in the NHL 

1. Jordan Staal, Carolina Hurricanes 

The Hurricanes took care of business with their 5-2 win over 
Nashville in Game 1, and Staal contributed to nearly half the 
offense. The veteran center scored twice, snapping a six-
game scoreless streak. 

His first goal was a tiebreaker in the second frame and then 
he added another later on in the third to make it a two-goal 
contest, the first two-goal lead anyone has held in the entire 
postseason to date. 

2. Nathan MacKinnon, Colorado Avalanche 

The Avalanche star and perennial Hart candidate scored the 
game winner 30 seconds into the third period, breaking 
through after the Avalanche had been shut down by the 
Blues throughout the third period. 

He also assisted on Landeskog’s insurance goal later on in 
the frame. He scored the empty-netter to seal it with 39 
seconds left in the contest. 

3. Taylor Hall, Boston Bruins 

What an effort from the newest Bruins skater. Hall led the 
game with seven shots, but the one that mattered was the 
one he used to tie the game with just over four minutes left in 
the third. 

It could have been Brad Marchand in this spot, but despite 
the overtime goal, Marchand looked rattled early with two 
second-period penalties. He responded well with the winner. 

Hall, though, continues to change the entire Bruins dynamic 
on the ice. This is the kind of game he was brought to Boston 
for. 
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Unofficial 2020-21 NHL Awards Ballot: Hart Pick is Easy, Norris Pick is Not 

Connor McDavid will win the MVP in a walk, but voters face 
an agonizingly tough decision on the NHL's top defenseman 
this year. 

By Matt Larkin 

Atypical year, atypical voting process.  

Thanks to the COVID-19 pandemic, nothing about the 2020-
21 NHL season will be remembered as normal. How 
unprecedented are the circumstances? The Vancouver 
Canucks, making up for the time lost when the Brazilian virus 
variant ravaged their team in late March and early April, are 
still finishing up their regular season with meaningless 
games against the Calgary Flames while the playoffs are 
underway. Enough said.  

With the divisions temporary realigned into contained 
structures this season and few writers travelling, the COVID-
influenced NHL configuration is also affecting the voting 
process for the NHL Awards. To rectify the disparity in 
divisional representation among the writers this year, the 
Professional Hockey Writers Association is only permitting 
100 voters: 20 for each division and 20 at-large voters. 

After each of the previous five seasons, I’d voted on all the 
PHWA Awards as a member of the international chapter, but 
I’m not one of the 100 this season. A silver lining: I can share 
my phantom award picks at any time just for fun. 

So let’s do a dry run for when the official PHWA ballots are 
revealed in the months to come. To keep my voting muscles 
active, I’ll go through a full mock ballot for all the awards I’d 
typically vote on as a PHWA member: the Hart Trophy, 
Norris Trophy, Calder Trophy, Lady Byng Trophy, Selke 
Trophy, NHL All-Star Team and NHL All-Rookie Team. This 
is not an official ballot and will not count. Reminder: the 
league’s GMs vote on the Vezina Trophy for best goaltender, 
while broadcasters vote on the Jack Adams Award for coach 
of the year. 

HART TROPHY (most valuable player) 
 
1. Connor McDavid, Oilers 
2. Auston Matthews, Maple Leafs 
3. Sidney Crosby, Penguins 
4. Aleksander Barkov, Panthers 
5. Juuse Saros, Predators 

I was one of the pre-season prognosticators claiming Connor 
McDavid “could” get 100 points in 56, games, but I was only, 
what, 50 percent sure? He blew past it with a stunning 105 
points in the greatest individual offensive season since Mario 
Lemieux’s 1995-96. With McDavid on the ice at 5-on-5, The 
Oilers outscored opponents 64-48 and outchanced 
opponents 524 to 418. With him off the ice, the Oilers were 
outscored 68-51 and outchanced 711-602. He is the team. 
This is one of the easiest Hart votes in recent memory.  
 
That said, the secondary candidates are excellent. Matthews 

put on an all-time great goal-scoring display relative to era 
with 41 in 52 games. Crosby’s tremendous two-way play 
helped the Penguins to a first-place finish despite spending 
much of the year minus Evgeni Malkin. Barkov continued his 
evolution into a dominant 200-foot player with an impact 
reminiscent of Sergei Fedorov’s. And Saros? Well, if we take 
the award definition literally, he was as valuable to his team 
as any player. He almost singlehandedly punched 
Nashville’s playoff ticket, leading the league in goals saved 
above average per 60 minutes.  

NORRIS TROPHY (best defenseman) 

1. Adam Fox, Rangers 
2. Cale Makar, Avalanche 
3. Dougie Hamilton, Hurricanes 
4. Charlie McAvoy, Bruins 
5. MacKenzie Weegar, Panthers 
 
Fox’s dynamic puck-rushing skills are obvious, but it doesn’t 
do him justice to say he deserves the Norris simply because 
of his offense. He made a massive 5-on-5 impact this season 
despite the fact he regularly was tasked with stopping elite 
competition. His most common forwards faced this season 
included the likes of Crosby, Brad Marchand, Alex Ovechkin 
and their linemates. The Rangers didn’t make the playoffs 
but, without Fox’s 24:42 per night, they might’ve been a last-
place team.  
 
One could make a case Makar’s all-around impact was even 
greater, yes. He averaged a point per game and leads all 
blueliners on a per-game basis in Game Score Value Added 
per game. But Makar missed 12 games in a 56-game 
season. That’s 21.4 percent of the year. Him winning the 
Norris would be the equivalent of doing so while playing 64 
games in an 82-game season. Shoutout to Makar’s 
teammates Devon Toews and Samuel Girard, who are also 
deserving of Norris consideration, but this is such a tight 
race. Hamilton makes his team so dangerous when he’s on 
the ice pushing the play. McAvoy blossomed into the all-
around ice general the Bruins desperately needed him to be. 
And how about Weegar’s season? Opposing chances died 
against him, and he led all blueliners in takeaways per 60. 
No Victor Hedman? Nope. He’s still a beast, but he wasn’t a 
healthy beast down the stretch, and his play suffered as a 
result. 

CALDER TROPHY (top rookie) 

1. Kirill Kaprizov, Wild 
2. Jason Robertson, Stars 
3. Alex Nedeljkovic, Hurricanes 
4. Igor Shesterkin, Rangers 
5. Josh Norris, Senators 
 
Kaprizov and Robertson have existed in a tier above the 
pack all season. Both were tremendous as freshmen, but I 
give Kaprizov the edge because he had less help, most 
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commonly playing with Victor Rask (!) and Mats Zuccarello, 
whereas Robertson’s linemates Roope Hintz and Joe 
Pavelski had monster years.  
 
Nedeljkovic will get “Binningtoned” – having a phenomenal 
rookie season after securing his 1A goaltending gig relatively 
late in the year. If Nedeljkovic started another 10 games, 
he’d be right there. His .932 save percentage led all goalies, 
and only Saros placed higher in GSAA/60. Shesterkin 
excelled despite one of the league’s harder workloads, and 
Norris, who won the AHL rookie of the year in 2019-20, 
outshone more-hyped prospect Tim Stutzle in Ottawa this 
season. 

LADY BYNG TROPHY (most gentlemanly player) 

1. Jaccob Slavin, Hurricanes 
2. Jared Spurgeon, Wild 
3. Roope Hintz, Stars 
4. Ryan Pulock, Islanders 
5. Sean Couturier, Flyers 

I seek candidates for the Lady Byng in this order of priority: 
(a) shutdown defensemen who thwart opposing attackers 
while somehow not taking penalties; (b) two-way forwards 
who thwart opposing attackers while somehow not taking 
penalties; and (c) star forwards who endure lots of 
punishment without retaliating. The typical voting pattern 
tends to pick players from (c) most commonly. I’ll continue to 
ride or die for defensemen, as it’s much tougher to play that 
position effectively without getting dirt under the fingernails. 
 
Slavin should have multiple Lady Byngs by now, but he’s 
never been a finalist, topping out at fourth last year. This 
season, he took one penalty in 56 games while playing 
almost 23 minutes a night in a shutdown role.  

SELKE TROPHY (best defensive forward) 

1. Aleksander Barkov, Panthers 
2. Phillip Danault, Canadiens 
3. Joel Eriksson Ek, Wild 
4. Patrice Bergeron, Bruins 
5. Joe Pavelski, Stars 

 
The Selke feels harder to vote on every year, because, as 
my pal Dom Luszczyszyn and I discussed at length last year 
after we submitted our ballots, it feels like the award is so 
open to interpretation. Do you give it to the best purely 
defensive forward? The forward with the most responsibility 
at both ends of the ice? Does the forward have to play a 
certain number of minutes or kill penalties? For a deeper 
dive into these questions, Shayna Goldman of The Athletic 
wrote a great piece here.  
 
My strategy: try to honor all the different mini definitions of a 
Selke-worthy forward with a mixed bag of candidates. Barkov 
is the clear winner for me, a horse who plays a ton of 
minutes, makes a massive impact at both ends of the ice and 
tilts the shot share in his team’s favor. As for the rest: 
Danault and Eriksson Ek get my No. 2 and 3 votes for pure 
defensive impact, Bergeron affects the game at both ends 
like Barkov does, and Pavelski is my alternative pick 
because he doesn't kill penalties but was still excellent 
defensively this season at even strength. 

NHL ALL-STAR TEAM 

CENTER: Connor McDavid, Auston Matthews, Aleksander 
Barkov 
 
LEFT WING: Brad Marchand, Jonathan Huberdeau, Artemi 
Panarin 

RIGHT WING: Mikko Rantanen, Mitch Marner, Mark Stone 

DEFENSE: Adam Fox, Cale Makar, Dougie Hamilton, 
Charlie McAvoy, MacKenzie Weegar, Devon Toews 

GOALTENDER: Andrei Vasilevskiy, Juuse Saros, Connor 
Hellebuyck 

NHL ALL-ROOKIE TEAM 

FORWARDS: Kirill Kaprizov, Jason Robertson, Josh Norris 

DEFENSEMEN: Ty Smith, K’Andre Miller 

GOALTENDER: Alex Nedeljkovic
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Recap: Staal leads Canes past Predators in game one  

Jordan Staal scored twice, and the Canes rode a strong third 
period to a game-one win Monday night.  

By Andrew Schnittker  

So far, so good for the Carolina Hurricanes in the 2021 
Stanley Cup Playoffs. Thanks to two goals from Jordan 
Staal, the Canes took home game one of their series with the 
Nashville Predators 5-2 on Monday night at PNC Arena.  

The first observation from this one has to be the crowd. 
Capacity was increased to 12,000 fans, and that 12,000 sure 
made it sound and feel like a full house. From well before 
opening puck drop, the atmosphere in the building was 
absolutely electric, with the fans celebrating the return of 
playoff hockey to PNC Arena for the first time in over two 
years.  

And the Hurricanes gave them plenty to celebrate on the ice, 
scoring twice in the first eight minutes of the third period after 
a back-and-forth opening two to take a 1-0 lead in the best of 
seven. 

In addition to Staal’s pair of tallies, Nino Niederreiter scored 
the game winner early in the third period, and Andrei 
Svechnikov and Teuvo Teravainen also scored. Brett Pesce 
chipped in two assists in his first playoff game since 2019.  

Alex Nedeljkovic turned in a solid outing in his first career 
playoff game, looking composed throughout with nothing to 
fault him for on either Predators goal. Nedeljkovic turned 
aside 22 of 24 Predators shots.  

In back and forth first period that saw both teams with a few 
chances, Nashville struck first about 12 minutes in, as Filip 
Forsberg weaved his way through the Canes’ defenders and 
beat Nedeljkovic five hole to make it 1-0.  

The Canes wasted no time tying it up, however, as just over 
a minute later, Brett Pesce let go a shot from the point that 

Teravainen deflected past Saros, making it a 1-1 game and 
igniting the crowd. Steven Lorentz grabbed the secondary 
assist on the goal, picking up his first career playoff point in 
his first career playoff game.  

The Canes flew out of the gate in the second period, starting 
with an excellent shift for the reunited top trio of Teravainen, 
Sebastian Aho and Andrei Svechnikov.  

They cashed in with the game at 4 on 4 about five minutes 
into the playoffs, as Staal bulldozed his way through two 
defenders and roofed a gorgeous top-shelf shot from a 
seemingly impossible angle to put the Canes up 2-1 for their 
first lead of the playoffs.  

Nashville tied the game up with about 11 minutes left in the 
middle frame, as, following a failed clearing attempt by Jake 
Bean, former Hurricanes forward Erik Haula snapped a shot 
from the slot that deflected off Jani Hakanpaa and past 
Nedeljkovic to make it 2-2.  

The Canes wasted little time taking the lead in the third 
period on a wild sequence. After Saros exploded across to 
rob Vincent Trocheck off a slick feed from Martin Necas, 
Necas settled the puck behind the net and fed it to 
Niederreiter between the circles. Niederreiter one-timed it 
home to give the Canes a 3-2 lead they would not relinquish.  

Carolina continued its excellent start to the third with chance 
after chance, and it was again Staal who capitalized, 
gathering a loose puck and sweeping it past Saros for his 
second of the game to put the Canes up 4-2.  

The Predators pulled Saros with over two minutes remaining 
to make a late push, but Svechnikov sealed the deal with an 
empty netter with 1:47 left.  

These two teams will be back at it as the Canes go for a 2-0 
series lead in game two Wednesday night at PNC Arena.
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They cashed in with the game at 4 on 4 about five minutes 
into the playoffs, as Staal bulldozed his way through two 
defenders and roofed a gorgeous top-shelf shot from a 
seemingly impossible angle to put the Canes up 2-1 for their 
first lead of the playoffs.  

Nashville tied the game up with about 11 minutes left in the 
middle frame, as, following a failed clearing attempt by Jake 
Bean, former Hurricanes forward Erik Haula snapped a shot 
from the slot that deflected off Jani Hakanpaa and past 
Nedeljkovic to make it 2-2.  

The Canes wasted little time taking the lead in the third 
period on a wild sequence. After Saros exploded across to 
rob Vincent Trocheck off a slick feed from Martin Necas, 
Necas settled the puck behind the net and fed it to 
Niederreiter between the circles. Niederreiter one-timed it 
home to give the Canes a 3-2 lead they would not relinquish.  

Carolina continued its excellent start to the third with chance 
after chance, and it was again Staal who capitalized, 
gathering a loose puck and sweeping it past Saros for his 
second of the game to put the Canes up 4-2.  

The Predators pulled Saros with over two minutes remaining 
to make a late push, but Svechnikov sealed the deal with an 
empty netter with 1:47 left.  

These two teams will be back at it as the Canes go for a 2-0 
series lead in game two Wednesday night at PNC Arena.
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After a year of collective loss, Hurricanes post one very small win for 
everyone 

 

BY LUKE DECOCK 

MAY 17, 2021 11:58 PM 

 

Feels like it’s been a lot longer than two years. 

It’s been two years and a day, to be exact, since the last time the 
Carolina Hurricanes got to play a playoff game in front of their own fans, 
and a little longer than that since they won one. 

It feels like it’s been a lifetime. In some ways, it almost has been. The last 
few minutes, as the Hurricanes turned the first two-goal lead of the entire 
playoffs so far into the first three-goal lead, felt like a celebration of 
something bigger than a playoff win. It’s not quite normal yet, not with a 
good chunk of the 300 level still held empty, not with COVID not yet fully 
conquered, but it’s a lot closer to it than anything we’ve seen in the past 
year and change. 

There’s a finish line to this pandemic out there somewhere, one getting 
closer with every shot into every arm — you could even get vaccinated 
inside the arena Monday, if you weren’t already ... and if not, why not? — 
but everyone was ready to take a victory lap Monday night. 

The Hurricanes pulled away in the third period for a resounding 5-2 win 
over the Nashville Predators. The fans yelled things and sat shoulder to 
shoulder and did the wave for the first time in months. Gov. Roy Cooper, 
who lifted the capacity restrictions Friday at the conclusion of months of 
careful guidance, was the ceremonial siren sounder before the game. 
Cooper is, he announced via Twitter later Monday night, 3-0 on the siren 
in the playoffs. 

It was just one game, just 12,000 fans in a building accustomed to 
holding many more, but it all felt and looked and sounded like so much 
more. 

It felt like the end of something, and the beginning of something else. 

“That’s how it should feel,” Hurricanes coach Rod Brind’Amour said 
afterward. “We’ve been missing that for so long. I’m happy our fans got to 
see us play tonight and play well. That was important.” 

This was indeed a virtuoso playoff performance by a team that is 
increasingly experienced in the postseason. That showed as the 
Predators hung tough through two periods, throwing hits and keeping 
things tight despite being outplayed overall, getting save after save from 
Juuse Saros and getting a couple goals past rookie starter Alex 
Nedeljkovic. 

It was one of those moments when a team’s constitution is put to the test, 
its patience. Brind’Amour flipped the lines back to the way they’ve been 
most of the season at the first intermission, and that was that. A solid 
second period led to a dominant third. The Hurricanes’ game never 
wavered. They scored five goals despite going 0-for-4 on the power play. 

There was a lot to like, from Jaccob Slavin’s performance coming off the 
shelf, to Brett Pesce’s first playoff game in two years; from Martin Necas 
taking a hit to make a play early and flying around the ice late, to Jordan 
Staal’s two goals. 

The first of those will show up in the tribute video when he retires; Pesce 
sprung him loose at the blue line and Staal shrugged off two Nashville 
defenders on his way to the net before flipping a tight-angle shot over 
Saros’ right shoulder. 

“I lost the puck a little bit going between those two guys,” Staal said. “I 
put it on net and just kind of when it goes well is usually when you’re not 
really thinking.” 

The Predators asked physical questions and the Hurricanes had 
answers; they may have more skill than their opponents, but they also 
made it clear they won’t be bullied out of this series. And there are 
already villains for both sides: Steven Lorentz got under the Predators’ 
skin in his playoff debut, and Erik Haula is clearly unpopular with both his 
former Hurricanes teammates and Carolina fans, who booed him 
throughout an intermission interview conducted in a corner of the arena 
bowl. 

This series is far from over, but the good feelings and better vibes far 
exceeded those usually associated with a home Game 1 victory. The 
Hurricanes gave their fans something to celebrate, and the fans were 
there to celebrate with them. If such a thing was ever taken for granted, 
there was no chance of that Monday night. 

There was a collective appreciation of the moment and everything it took 
to make it happen, all of the sacrifices made to get here from where we 
were a year ago. After a year spent in quiet, constant mourning for 
everyone and everything lost, here we finally have one very small thing 
gained. 

And also a playoff win, to be savored in any circumstances, in any year, 
at any time. 
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The Hurricanes had plenty to celebrate after Game 1 against the 
Predators 

 

BY CHIP ALEXANDER 

MAY 17, 2021 07:16 PM,  

 

This was what Carolina Hurricanes fans have missed the most. 

Playoff hockey at PNC Arena. Tailgating outside. A loud, lively crowd of 
12,000 inside. 

The pandemic changed so much in our daily lives. The need for normalcy 
has been almost overwhelming and sports have been a good respite. 
And especially hockey. 
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For the first time since May of 2019, the Canes had playoff hockey at 
PNC Arena on Monday. The two-year wait ended with Carolina, with a 
strong third period, beating the Nashville Predators 5-2 in Game 1 of their 
opening-round Stanley Cup playoff series. 

“That’s hockey,” Canes captain Jordan Staal said after the game. “For 
everyone, it’s been a long time coming. It’s no better feeling than playing 
a big game at home with the fans like that. The boys were ready, the fans 
were ready. Playoff hockey, there’s nothing better.” 

The captain led the way for the Canes, scoring twice, first to give 
Carolina its first lead of the playoffs, then the first two-goal lead of the 
playoffs by any of the 16 teams still playing. 

“Obviously he’s our captain for a reason,” Nino Neiderreiter said. “He 
leads by example on and off the ice.” 

Niederreiter’s score at 2:26 of the third period gave the Canes 3-2 lead 
and Canes fans were in full throat. It was even louder when Staal 
collected the rebound of a Warren Foegele shot and muscled a shot past 
goalie Juuse Saros. 

Andrei Svechnikov’s empty-net goal with 1:47 left in regulation finished it 
off for the Canes. 

Canes coach Rod Brind’Amour turned to rookie goalie Alex Nedeljkovic 
on the playoff opener. Nedeljkovic fought the puck at times but finished 
with 22 saves. 

“It was awesome,” Nedeljkovic said. “It was incredible. It’s one of the best 
atmospheres that I’ve ever played in front of.” 

Filip Forsberg’s 27th career playoff goal in the first period pushed the 
Preds ahead 1-0. Erik Haula, a former Canes forward, scored in the 
second period for a 2-2 tie after Staal had beaten Saros with a tight-angle 
shot. 

“I thought we played hard for 60 minutes and just didn’t really let up,” 
Brind’Amour said. “Just kind of stuck with what we had to do. Nashville 
played extremely hard, I just thought we were right there the whole way 
and obviously got the win.” 

Forsberg scored the first goal of the playoffs as the Preds jumped ahead 
1-0, but the Canes quickly answered on a goal by Teuvo Teravainen and 
it was 1-1 after the first. 

Brett Pesce got off a shot through traffic from the right point that 
Teravainen, with one hand on the stick as he jostled with Ryan Ellis, 
redirected the puck between the circles at 13:41. Steven Lorenz earned 
an assist on the goal, his first career Stanley Cup playoff point. 

The game has had a physical edge in the opening period, as expected. 

In the second, Staal gave the Canes their first lead of the playoffs with a 
tight-angled shot that Saros couldn’t stop, but the Preds later tied it 2-2 in 
the second period. 

With the team playing 4 on 4 after penalties to Forsberg and Teravainen, 
Staal took the puck into the left circle in the Preds zone. As he neared 
the goal line he turned and ripped a rising shot past Saros’ head at 4:19 
of the second for a 2-1 lead. Pesce earned his second assist of the 
game. 

The Preds tied it as Haula, a former Canes forward, flipped a knuckler of 
a shot from the slot that got past Nedeljkovic at 8:41. The score came 
after Canes defenseman Jake Bean failed to clear the puck up the wall. 

THE LINEUP 

The biggest pregame question Monday was the status of defenseman 
Jaccob Slavin, who was a game-time decision 

Slavin did ultimately skate in warmups, and played in the game. 

Brind’Amour also was coy after the morning skate about his starting 
goalie. While Nedeljkovic was working the starter’s crease, Brind’Amour 

did not commit to a starter after the skate. He said Nedeljkovic “might” 
start but did not rule out Petr Mrazek. 

It was, indeed, Nedeljkovic who led the team to the ice for warmups and 
earned the victory. 

The Canes lines had Sebastian Aho centering Nino Niederreiter and 
Teuvo Teravainen; Vincent Trocheck centering Warren Foegele and 
Martin Necas; Staal at center with Andrei Svechnikov and Fast; and 
Steven Lorentz centering Jordan Martinook and Brock McGinn. 

On the back end, Slavin started with Dougie Hamilton, Skjei with Brett 
Pesce and Jake Bean with Hakanpaa. 

CANES CALL-UPS 

The Canes on Monday recalled goaltender Antoine Bibeau, defenseman 
Max Lajoie and forward Ryan Suzuki from the Chicago Wolves of AHL. 

Bibeau, 27, has played four NHL games with Toronto and Colorado from 
2016-19, and Lajoie played 62 games with Ottawa. Suzuki, 19, was the 
Canes’ first-round draft pick in 2019 and played 26 AHL games with 
Chicago in his first pro season. 
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Caniacs unite: Tailgaters revel in the Hurricanes’ return to the Stanley 
Cup Playoffs 

 

BY JONAS POPE IV 

MAY 17, 2021 07:03 PM,  

 

The Stanley Cup Playoffs have returned to Raleigh, and with their arrival 
— coupled with relaxed COVID-19 restrictions — the famous (infamous?) 
Carolina Hurricanes tailgate parties have, too. 

Even with some passing rain, revelers lined the lots outside PNC Arena 
on Monday, hours before the doors opened to allow up to 12,000 fans in 
to see the Canes face the Nashville Predators in Game 1 of their best-of-
seven playoff series. 

Before the self-described Caniacs got into the building, there was plenty 
of hockey to be found on the grounds, with street hockey games set up 
between the cars, many of which were adorned with Hurricanes flags 
flapping in the mist, hung from windows and draped over their tailgates. 

And the food — oh yes, the cacophony of grilled and fried tailgate 
delicacies sent a haze of smoke across the lot, each smell different than 
the next, but all equally satisfying to the sense of smell. 

Susie Brownell of Raleigh said her excitement level was on a 15 on a 
scale of 1-10 and would have been in the parking lot at 3 p.m. if she 
didn’t have to work. 

“For us it’s a huge deal (being back at PNC). We’ve been counting on 
this since 10 o’clock on Saturday when we got our tickets.” 

Driving up, seeing all the flags and smelling the food off the grills only 
added to the excitement for Brownell. 

“The first thing we did was blow the horn three times (for 'Let’s Go 
Canes'). But to see the people and feel the excitement has been great ... 
and we saw the Pig (Hamilton).” 

Hamilton the pig — remember him? — didn’t wait for the game result to 
start taking what could be construed as victory laps around the lot as 
fans chanted: “Ham-il-ton! Ham-il-ton!” 
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The celebrated swine, who helped bring the Canes “good luck” in the 
team’s 2019 playoff run, was back for more Monday to help the team kick 
off this year’s attempt at 16 wins over the next two months as they try to 
capture the Cup for the first time in 15 years. 

Natalie Miller of Youngsville held up a sign that said “honk if you love 
hockey” that kept her area on the outskirts of the parking loud. For Miller 
and her group, the return to the postseason was a relief from a year in 
quarantine and a reunion of friends she hadn’t seen since the last playoff 
trip. 

“I have been excited for weeks,” Miller said as fans continued to honk 
their horns. “This is the most excited I’ve been in a really long time 
because I haven’t been able to go to any of the games. Last year in the 
bubble messed all that up. This is very exciting for us.” 

As the rest of her group munched on pizza and other treats, Miller 
reflected on being back in their normal tailgate spot for the first time in 
over a year. “We could be back home and have to watch this on 
television. Being able to get out ... tons of fun.” 

An hour before puck drop, the line in front of PNC stretched back to the 
road between the arena and the concourse outside of Carter-Finley 
Stadium, the football stadium that shares a lot on NC State’s campus 
with the multi-purpose arena. All of the visible parking lots appeared to 
be full, and the lines stretched the length of a football field at each 
entrance. It was a sea of red and black jerseys. 

By 7:15 — 45 minutes before game time — those with tickets to the 
game itself found themselves in a line that was snaking around PNC 
Arena as the rain picked up. 
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Could the two players who collided to begin the last playoffs be the 
Canes’ key this year? 

 

BY LUKE DECOCK 

MAY 17, 2021 02:00 PM,  

 

The playoffs began, last August, at the intersection of two former and 
future teammates. In the first game against the New York Rangers, newly 
acquired Carolina Hurricanes defenseman Brady Skjei laid out former 
Rangers teammate Jesper Fast in the neutral zone, knocking Fast out of 
what turned out to be a very short series. 

Nine months later, free-agent signing Fast heads into his first postseason 
with the Hurricanes at the same time Skjei completes his first full season 
with the team, and in some ways their combined presence represents 
one of the biggest improvements the Hurricanes have made since last 
season. 

It’s one potential answer to the biggest question the Hurricanes face as 
they open the playoffs against the Nashville Predators at PNC Arena on 
Monday night: Why will this postseason be different than the past two? 

The easiest answer is to avoid the Boston Bruins, who won eight of nine 
games against the Hurricanes while eliminating them in consecutive 
years, first in the Eastern Conference finals, then in the first round. With 
the first two rounds played entirely within the Central Division, the Bruins 
aren’t a concern at the moment. 

But the Hurricanes have been good enough to win a total of 2½ series 
the past two years, and expectations are higher this spring after a 
remarkably successful performance in the abbreviated regular season. 

Against the Predators, and either the Tampa Bay Lightning or Florida 
Panthers should they advance, the Hurricanes may not need to dig any 
deeper than they have in the regular season when they went 16-5-3 
against that trio. (The Lightning might be a slightly different challenge 
now having added Steven Stamkos and Nitika Kucherov in the 
postseason, a resounding victory over the salary cap.) 

Their aspirations lie beyond the division, and as this team moves into 
what should be its window to contend for the Stanley Cup, it’ll need more 
ammunition in the postseason than it has had the past two years. 

While many of the Hurricanes’ key players are at an age where they 
should improve with each passing season, Fast and Skjei have made the 
team better with their presence — Fast as a newcomer, Skjei as an 
invaluable counterbalance on defense who feels like he’s been around 
much longer than he have. 

The Hurricanes also added gritty fourth-line center Cedric Paquette 
during the season — another postseason need filled — and Alex 
Nedeljkovic has emerged as a viable alternative to Petr Mrazek in goal, 
but it’s the two Rangers refugees who may represent the biggest 
difference at this time of year. 

Skjei’s a calming presence on the blue line, versatile and reliable, and far 
more than he was last year, when the league shut down soon after his 
arrival. Now that his feet are on the ground, his brief injury absence last 
month only underlined his value to the team now as the essential fourth 
man behind the Hurricanes’ big three of Jaccob Slavin, Dougie Hamilton 
and Brett Pesce. (And even more so if Slavin isn’t ready to start the 
series.) 

Then there’s Fast, whose hard-driving forechecking game should be 
even more valuable in the postseason than it has been so far. Thanks to 
Skjei, the Hurricanes never had to deal with Fast last season, but the 
Swede has the speed and the intention to be a disruptive force, 
especially if used against the opposition’s top line, as the Hurricanes are 
likely to use the line of Jordan Staal, Fast and Warren Foegele. 

The long journey of the postseason is always in part a search for the 
unexpected. It’s rare a team goes deep in the playoffs without someone’s 
reputation being made, a career’s direction changing directions, an 
undiscovered gem being discovered. After two eventful postseasons that 
ended sooner than the Hurricanes would have liked, the difference this 
year could be as simple as the two players who collided to begin the 
playoffs a year ago. 
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Hurricanes able to add more fans; NHL bumps PNC Arena playoff 
capacity to 12,000 

 

BY LUKE DECOCK 

MAY 17, 2021 11:32 AM,  

 

In the space of a few days, the size of the crowd the Carolina Hurricanes 
will be able to host as the playoffs begin doubled. In a conference call 
with the NHL on Sunday, the league agreed to bump the capacity at PNC 
Arena from 11,000 to 12,000 for Monday’s Game 1 against the Nashville 
Predators, Hurricanes general manager Don Waddell confirmed. 

That’s up from the 6,000 the Hurricanes were planning to host before the 
state of North Carolina lifted capacity and social-distancing regulations 
on Friday, and matches the 12,000 the Predators have been cleared to 
host in their home games. 
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“That’s what we’ve missed, no doubt about it,” Hurricanes coach Rod 
Brind’Amour said. “We’ve had some good crowds, but that emotion is 
what’s been missing in hockey. It’s a big deal.” 

While the state guidelines were lifted, the Hurricanes still have to meet 
NHL standards for airflow, and will need to bring in extra ventilation 
equipment to fully open PNC Arena. The Centennial Authority, which 
oversees the arena, on Monday held a special board meeting to provide 
$202,838 to cover rental and operating costs for the first month, with the 
Hurricanes assuming any expenses after that. That could be as much as 
another $230,000 should the Hurricanes reach the Stanley Cup finals. 

Authority member Bill Mullins noted that the authority does not typically 
cover arena operating expenses but said he was in favor of the 
compromise given the ongoing attempts to finalize the lease extension 
with the Hurricanes, which another authority member, Brent Barringer, 
portrayed as “almost completed.” Mullins was one of three authority 
members to vote against the proposed lease extension last May. Public 
health considerations were also discussed. 

“This is something, other than the fact it’s a COVID year, we probably 
would not want to do,” authority chairman Tom McCormick said. 

Almost all of the additional tickets available over the weekend were in the 
arena’s lower levels, so while the 300 level may not be as full as usual, 
there should be a more typical playoff experience close to the ice. 

“It’s awesome,” Hurricanes defenseman Brett Pesce said. “I remember 
two years ago not being able to hear yourself in those games at home. 
Obviously we feed off that. Every team does. But our fans are especially 
loud, so it’s going to be awesome to play for them and have them 
around.” 

A NED NOD IN GOAL? 

Alex Nedeljkovic was the first goalie off the ice at Monday’s morning 
skate, but Hurricanes coach Rod Brind’Amour still wasn’t saying who 
would be the starter in Game 1 against the Predators. 

“He might be,” Brind’Amour said. “We make that decision based on tons 
of stuff. If he starts it’ll be because he earned it.” 

Petr Mrazek had practiced in the net usually reserved for the starter all 
week, but the decision was always going to be a close one for 
Brind’Amour. Nedeljkovic has the best stats and Mrazek is still working 
his way back from a lower-body injury, but Mrazek has far more NHL 
playoff experience than the rookie Nedeljkovic. (Mrazek is actually fourth 
in franchise history in playoff wins.) He was also in net for last Monday’s 
meaningless 5-0 loss in Nashville, if that’s any consideration. 

James Reimer, meanwhile, played arguably the best of the three against 
the Predators during the regular season but based on Sunday’s practice 
is not under consideration. 

“All three of them have played really well at different times this season,” 
Hurricanes captain Jordan Staal said. “Right now we’re going to go with 
the guy we think is going to be the best for us.” 

If he plays, Nedeljkovic would become the fourth rookie goaltender in 
franchise history to appear in a playoff game. 

PESCE SAVORS PLAYOFF RETURN 

While this will be the Hurricanes’ first home playoff game in front of fans 
since Game 4 of the conference finals in 2019, thanks to the NHL’s 
playoff bubble to complete the 2020 season, it’ll also be Pesce’s first 
playoff game since then. His injured shoulder kept him out of the 
postseason last August, and his defensive acumen was sorely missed 
against the Boston Bruins in particular. 

“It was kind of tough sitting on the sidelines,” Pesce said. “I’m just super 
excited and ready to go. I’ve been waiting for a long time for this.” 

TAILWINDS 

Brind’Amour said he was “hopeful” defenseman Jaccob Slavin would be 
able to play Monday night but center Cedric Paquette was not ready to 
return to the lineup. Paquette has been out since May 1. … Six players 
on the Hurricanes’ playoff roster, including Nedeljkovic, were part of the 
AHL Charlotte Checkers’ run to the Calder Cup in 2019. … Sebastian 
Aho and Vincent Trocheck each had eight points to lead the Hurricanes 
in the season series against the Predators, in which the Hurricanes went 
6-2-0. 
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Canes coach lifted the Stanley Cup as a player. Now, he wants a chance 
to do it again 

 

BY CHIP ALEXANDER 

MAY 17, 2021 06:30 AM,  

 

Carolina Hurricanes coach Rod Brind’Amour can stand behind the home 
bench at PNC Arena, look up and see his old jersey hanging in the 
rafters. Fittingly, it’s close to the 2006 Stanley Cup banner. 

The Carolina Hurricanes retired Brind’Amour’s No. 17 in 2011, not long 
after he retired as a player — after 21 years in the league, after being the 
consummate team captain for the Canes, after winning a Cup. 

The Stanley Cup was at the retirement ceremony that night in PNC 
Arena. Many wondered if Brind’Amour would lift it again, recreate that 
magic moment in June 2006 when the Canes were the champions and 
their ecstatic captain all but yanked the Cup out of the hands of 
commissioner Gary Bettman. 

But Brind’Amour wouldn’t. The only one time you touch it, he said then 
and has often repeated, is when you win. 

“You have to earn it,” he said. 

Brind’Amour would like to touch it again, lift it over his head again. Earn it 
again. For the third straight season since he became head coach, the 
Hurricanes are a Stanley Cup playoff team, considered a solid Cup 
contender. 

“All of us, the staff, the players, the owner, we’re here to win the Stanley 
Cup,” Brind’Amour recently said. “We’re on all the same page and we’re 
trying to be the last team standing, which means the team that wins it all.” 

That’s no easy task. In 2006, Brind’Amour likened winning a Stanley Cup 
to climbing Mount Everest. It’s an arduous climb through the playoffs that 
can push you to a breaking point, physically and emotionally. 

Brind’Amour handled it as a player. Now he must and try and do it in his 
third try as head coach, with all that comes with it. 

‘A GREAT LEADER FOR US’ 

Recently, Brind’Amour was asked if he was a better player than a coach. 

“Player, easy,” he said. “I’ve got good players, I’ve got a good staff that 
makes coaching a lot easier.” 

Brind’Amour said as a player he believed coaching was overrated, that 
the players, not the guy behind the bench made the difference. He 
prepared, he played and he played hard. Brind’Amour was a warrior on 
the ice, his wide eyes filled with intensity. 

Three years as the head guy behind the bench — often like dog years for 
a coach — has changed that belief. 
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“When I played, I thought coaching was, how hard can it be?” 
Brind’Amour said. “And in doing this for a while you realize there’s a lot. 
There’s a lot that goes into it to get to the level you want to get to.” 

Brind’Amour often has credited majority owner Tom Dundon and Don 
Waddell, the team’s president and general manager, for making the 
commitment to winning. The Canes, long considered a “budget team,” 
have spent to the NHL salary cap under Dundon and made significant 
personnel changes under Waddell. 

“I say it all the time, we have great people here who are committed to 
doing it right,” Brind’Amour said. “I don’t think we saw the change coming 
this quickly. I think it was a vision that we had where, ‘OK, we want to get 
relevant every year, we’ve got some good pieces here, keep building.’ 
That’s why we’re having success.” 

But Brind’Amour is the one who is around the players. He decides on 
who plays, on playing time, on matchups. 

“His message is, you’ve got to do it right 100 percent of the time,” said 
forward Jordan Martinook, one of the Canes’ alternate captains. “I think 
he really pushed us this year and obviously it was a ton of hockey. 
Everybody pushed each other and he was obviously the driving force 
behind all of it.” 

Brind’Amour sets an example. He’s in the building early, going through a 
conditioning workout that might shame some players. Then all the game 
preparation. He sets the tone. 

“It’s huge the work he puts in.” Canes center Sebastian Aho said. “The 
leadership, the whole culture is pretty much him. 

“He’s honest. He can be tough but he’s fair.. He expects the players to 
work for him because he does that for the players. He puts the most work 
in when he coaches. He’s a great leader for us.” 

‘A DIFFERENT ERA’ 

When Brind’Amour played, he would all but limp his way on to the ice, if 
necessary. Sore knee? He played. Sore shoulder? He played. 
Concussion symptoms? Just a headache. 

But the players today must be handled differently, he said. Not so much 
pampered, but differently. Medical treatment is different. Concussions are 
handled differently, cautiously and judiciously. 

“We played in a different era,” Brind’Amour said. “I have a little harder 
time with today’s player on some things, but I think they’re smarter. I 
think we’re way better educated on that, and we treat them way better. 
We have better methods to treat everything and understanding injuries, 
so it’s part of the game right now.” 

Since the franchise moved to North Carolina in 1997 and became the 
Carolina Hurricanes, it has had Paul Maurice, Peter Laviolette, Kirk 
Muller, Bill Peters and now Brind’Amour as their head coaches. 

Laviolette won the Cup in 2006. Only Brind’Amour has taken the team to 
the playoffs three consecutive years. 

“He’s a very, very big part of our success,” center Vincent Trocheck said. 
“I think it would be a completely different story with someone else.” 

Brind’Amour, 50, is in the final year of an initial three-year contract. One 
of the NHL’s lowest-paid coaches, he’s in line for a substantial raise with 
an extension. That salary could rise should he be awarded the Jack 
Adams Award as the league’s coach of the year, should his team sizzle 
in the postseason. 

Each year has presented a different challenge in the playoffs, and not 
just in winning and losing. 

In 2019, the Canes returned to the playoffs for the first time since 2009. 
PNC Arena was full, the noise loud, the energy force palpable. The 
Canes reached the Eastern Conference finals before falling to the Boston 
Bruins. 

A year later, no one knew if there would be Stanley Cup playoffs. The 
coronavirus pandemic shut down the NHL in March 2020 and for months 
there was uncertainty about what came next. The league and players 
finally agreed on a Return to Play postseason that began in August, but 
with games played in a bubble, with no fans. Again, the Bruins ended the 
Canes’ playoffs. 

This season did not begin until January. There were 56 games and new 
divisions. With pandemic restrictions eased in the state, Canes fans 
finally began to return to PNC Arena in March, limited to fewer than 5,000 
a game. Gov. Roy Cooper, a self-proclaimed “Huge Caniac,” could see 
his team again in person, if he wanted. 

The Canes won the Central Division, their first divisional title since 2005-
06. They’ve been among the NHL’s best teams. They’ face the Nashville 
Predators in the opening round of the plays, with Game 1 on Monday at 
PNC Arena. 

The common thread and strongest bond is Rod Brind’Amour. As good as 
he was a player, and he was very, very good, he has been just as good 
as a head coach. 

Only one thing is missing — something he’d like to touch again. 

PREDATORS AT HURRICANES 

Stanley Cup Playoffs, Round One 

When: 8 p.m., Monday 

Where: PNC Arena, Raleigh 

WATCH: CNBC, BSSO 
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How much does Stanley Cup playoff experience matter for the Carolina 
Hurricanes? 

 

BY CHIP ALEXANDER 

MAY 17, 2021 06:15 AM 

 

Carolina Hurricanes captain Jordan Staal has played 96 career Stanley 
Cup playoff games and won a Cup. Teuvo Teravainen has played half as 
many playoff games, but also has won a Cup. 

Then there’s Canes forward Steven Lorentz. When Carolina faces the 
Nashville Predators in the playoffs, Game 1 will be his first — if he’s in 
the lineup. 

But how valuable is Stanley Cup playoff experience? When the puck 
goes down Monday, does it matter how any times you’ve been there, 
done that? Or is it just game on? 

“Having it is good because you know how hard it is and you know what 
you have to do,” Canes coach Rod Brind’Amour said Thursday. “You 
know how every game goes and how every play matters. Being involved 
with that over time, I think, helps you. 

“But also, sometimes, being new to it is good, too, because you don’t 
know that stuff. You just go play. I think there may be less pressure when 
you’re new to it. The longer you’ve been around the more the magnitude 
grows because you know how fleeting it is and you know you may never 
get another chance at it. 

“I think it’s good to have the experience, especially being kicked in the 
teeth a couple times.” 
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In the 2019 Stanley Cup playoffs, Brind’Amour took a bunch of playoff 
newbies into the first round against the Washington Capitals — 
Sebastian Aho, Jaccob Slavin, Brett Pesce, Warren Foegele, Brock 
McGinn and others. Veteran defenseman Justin Faulk, who was in his 
eighth season, was getting his first taste of the Stanley Cup playoffs. 

Some of the Canes appeared a bit wide-eyed in the first two games in 
Washington. Carolina lost both. But once they got a feel for the ramped 
up intensity, the Canes just played. They won the opening-round Eastern 
Conference series in seven games against a team that was the 2018 
Stanley Cup champion. 

“Two years ago, we didn’t have any (experience) and we did pretty 
good,” said defenseman Dougie Hamilton, who has been in 43 playoff 
games. “I don’t know that it matters, to be honest. Leadership is huge to 
help you through that stuff.” 

It helps to have a captain nicknamed “Mr. Game 7” and a three-time Cup 
winner, and the Canes had that in Justin Williams in 2019. With Game 7 
against the Caps in a second overtime, Williams centered the pass 
toward the net that McGinn knocked in for one of most memorable goals 
and moments in franchise history. 

Williams has retired, but McGinn will be in the playoffs for a third straight 
year. After missing the last 19 games of the regular season with an 
upper-body injury, the winger was at practice Thursday and appears 
good to go for the playoffs. 

Jordan Staal wears the “C” for the Canes and has become more vocal 
this season. That can help in the heat of the playoffs — knowing what to 
say and when to say it. 

Canes forward Jordan Martinook said the energy and adrenaline of the 
playoffs can overcome a lot. Players, with or without playoff experience, 
are excited and many rise to the occasion. 

“There are going to be times when it’s not going to go perfect,” Martinook 
said Thursday. “We’ve got a lot of guys who have experienced that, and 
you’re going to have to dig in and realize there’s things that aren’t going 
to come your way and it’s adversity and you’re going to have to 
overcome that. 

“Ask any team that wins the Stanley Cup (and) their ride is not going to 
be perfect. You’ve got to be able to manage the emotions, manage the 
ebbs and flows of all that’s going to happen.” 

Brind’Amour knows that. He won the 2006 Stanley Cup as captain of the 
Canes in anything but a perfect ride. Staal won a Cup with Pittsburgh, 
Teravainen with Chicago and forward Cedric Paquette last year with 
Tampa Bay in the bubble — Paquette has been in 91 career playoff 
games. 

The Predators, in the playoffs for a seventh straight year, have a number 
of players such as defenseman Roman Josi (75 games) and forward Filip 
Forsberg (65) who are postseason veterans and competed in the 2017 
Stanley Cup final. They’ve been there., done that. 

It takes 16 wins for a team to hold up the Cup. There will be ebbs and 
flows and some teeth kicked in. 

“We put in a ton of work to get to where we are,” Martinook said. “The 
end goal is to win the Stanley Cup.” 

STAAL SELECTED FOR CHIASSON AWARD 

Canes captain Jordan Staal selected was by his teammates as the 
winner of the 2020-21 Steve Chiasson Award. The award is given 
annually to the player who “ exemplifies determination and dedication 
while proving to be an inspiration to his teammates through his 
performance and approach to the game.” 

OF NOTE 

Defensemen Jaccob Slavin and Brett Pesce, and forward Cedric 
Paquette did not practice Saturday at PNC Arena but Brind’Amour again 
said he hopes to have everyone ready for Monday and Game 1. 

Defenseman Max Lajoie, who played for the Chicago Wolves (AHL) this 
season, was at practice. 
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Playoff hockey returned to PNC Arena, and no one took it for granted this 
time 

 

By Sara Civian May 18, 2021  

 

In another life, you would’ve heard some passing complaints about the 
rain as you walked through the overcast tailgate lots outside of PNC 
Arena ahead of Game 1 on Monday. 

But in this life, all I heard was the cracking of Storm Brew cans, “I Wanna 
Dance with Somebody” by Whitney Houston and, out of nowhere, a high-
pitched scream. 

I turned around and saw the person screaming was Rod Brind’Amour’s 
youngest son, Brooks. He was celebrating a goal he scored in a 
makeshift street hockey game among the tailgates. 

The relationship between the Brind’Amour family and Raleigh, N.C., is 
hard to explain to anyone on the outside. Brind’Amour is a living legend 
in the local hockey scene — if we’re being honest, there probably isn’t 
much of a local hockey scene without him. But at the same time, he and 
his family blend right in and participate in the community as anyone else 
would. Brind’Amour umpires his son’s T-ball games, and his son plays 
street hockey with his friends outside of PNC Arena as if his dad isn’t 
about to coach the Carolina Hurricanes to a 5-2 win over the Nashville 
Predators in the opener of the first-round series. 

That win was the 102nd playoff game the Hurricanes have played since 
relocating to Raleigh. Brind’Amour has been directly involved in 96 of 
those 102. 

A few feet away from the street hockey game of the decade, I saw two 
people attending different tailgates who recognized each other from 
Twitter. That quickly turned into one giant tailgate. 

I saw reunions and compassion and a father and son simply sitting in 
lawn chairs, content to just be there. 

Brett Pesce summed up all this emotion pretty well after morning skate. 

“I’m definitely not going to take it for granted this time,” the defenseman 
said. 

He lived up to that claim, with two consequential assists on the evening. 

The fans lived up to it, too. 

“It was awesome. It was incredible. It was one of the best atmospheres 
that I’ve ever played in front of, for sure,” said goalie Alex Nedeljkovic, 
who won his first career playoff start. “… I was able to come up a few 
years ago during the Islanders series as a backup. (That) full barn 
doesn’t even compare to what we heard tonight. … Whatever we had, 
12,000 (fans) tonight, it felt like 24,000. It was crazy.” 

“The crowd was phenomenal. I just can’t say enough about that,” 
Brind’Amour added. “That was nice. That was great for everybody who 
got to be here. That’s how it should feel. We’ve been missing that for so 
long.” 

I’m sure one day we’ll get used to what a privilege it is to attend a playoff 
hockey game again. We’ll make minor complaints about the weather 
again, we’ll pack up our tailgates a few minutes early and there will be an 
unspoken beauty in all of that permanence and normalcy. 
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But Monday night, we played street hockey with the Brind’Amours, 
combined tailgates and made the absolute most out of 12,000 strong. 

We barely even noticed it was raining. 

• I keep a running log of my thoughts that might turn into bullet points 
throughout each big game, and I have two for Jordan Staal: “Jordan 
Staal is a monster” from the second period and “Jordan Staal, monster” 
from the third. When the big guy is on, it looks like getting the lightning 
bolt in Mario Kart where you can make everyone smaller and slower than 
you. And boy, was he on. 

His laugh when asked what he “saw” on the play said it all. “I pretty much 
lost the puck a little bit going between those two guys. I put it on net. 
When it goes well is usually when you’re not really thinking,” he said. “I 
was just kind of finding a way to get to the net. It was a good goal.” 

I agree. 

Staal ended the game with two goals, four shots on goal and four hits. 

“That’s just what he does,” Brind’Amour said. 

• The essential question of this series: Will Hurricanes fans end up hating 
former Cane Erik Haula the most, or will Predators fans end up hating 
Nino Niederreiter the most? Don’t get me wrong, Haula caused an 
absolute ruckus — he was at least peripherally involved in most 
altercations, he had Canes players screaming at him from the bench, he 
had Canes fans booing him during his intermission interview and he 
responded with sarcastic kisses. Worst of all, he scored the 2-2 
equalizer. But I really have to hand it to Niederreiter for calmly opening 
up the third period with a point-blank answer to Haula’s goal. There’s 
been so much talk about if the Canes will be able to handle “physicality” 
this postseason, specifically in this series, and they keep answering with 
goals. I don’t love “hits” as a stat because if you’re in the position to make 
a hit, chances are you don’t have possession of the puck but for what it’s 
worth, the Canes led 56-49 in hits. 

• I am obsessed with Filip Forsberg’s mustache. 

• Speaking of him and his 1920s silent film villain demeanor, though, his 
goal came after the Canes failed to clear the puck. 

There was no stopping this objectively amazing play, and you have to 
give Forsberg credit. But you started to worry a bit when Haula’s goal 
also came after the Canes failed to clear the puck. 

These are the even-strength areas that Nashville might be able to 
compete against with the Canes, and the Canes have to make sure this 
doesn’t become a habit. 

• I loved the response from the Canes less than 90 seconds after 
Forsberg opened the scoring. They weren’t going to leave Nedeljkovic 
out to dry in his first playoff start, and part of me thinks that collective 
hunger to not lose the game for a rookie factored into the team’s decision 
to start him in Game 1. But like I said, Pesce is the heart and soul of this 
team, and he created that entire play. 

• Nedeljkovic was fine. He got much better as the game progressed and 
he actually saw some shots, and this trend of improvement over time is 
exactly what’s so exciting about him. “I don’t know if I was really fighting it 
(early on),” he said. “Just a few weird bounces maybe, and then just a 
bad read on that first goal, getting stretched out a little bit. I thought, for 
the most part, it was just another game. Everybody was just a little bit 
louder. You just try to look at it that way, that it’s just another game.” “It’s 
really not that difficult — he’s earned the right to start,” Brind’Amour said. 
“(Petr Mrazek) is our guy, but he’s had a lot of time off. Not that I was 
questioning whether or not he could do it, it just gave Ned an opportunity 
this year. It just felt like he earned the start.”As always, try not to read too 
much into that statement. 

• As unproductive as the 0-for-4 power play was, I liked what I was 
seeing from the second unit. I think the Canes will move around some 
things and come back Wednesday a little sharper on the man advantage. 
I’m not worrying about it until at least Game 2. 

• The Canes had the first two-goal lead of the playoffs when it was 4-2, 
then a trademark Andrei Svechnikov empty-netter made it 5-2. I think the 
coast is clear to admit the Central Division champs are actually good. 
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Rexrode: Predators lineup wasn’t the problem — Canes lineup was the 
problem 

 

By Joe Rexrode May 18, 2021  

 

John Hynes probably hasn’t received enough credit for all that had to 
happen to turn the Nashville Predators into a hockey team of repute, but 
that’s coaching in the NHL — often an afterthought unless someone’s 
looking for a scapegoat. 

Speaking of which, how about that Game 1 lineup? 

I get it. Physicality was a lot of what happened to get the Preds here, 20-
7-1 in the second half of the regular season to squeak into the playoffs 
and get a shot at heavily favored Central Division champ Carolina. 
Physicality, at the expense of Carolina’s gobs of speed and skill, is what 
must happen for this to be any kind of series. So why not trot out every 
linebacker on the roster? 

The complaint comes when the two who were the most surprising 
choices for that lineup are made to be looking as if skating in caramel on 
the game-winning goal … which isn’t a goal because Juuse Saros 
somehow keeps it out … and then everyone in gold continues to operate 
in slow motion as the puck is redirected and put where Saros can’t deal 
with it. Carolina 5, Nashville 2 in front of more than 12,000 fans at PNC 
Arena was about much more than Hynes’ decision to go with those two, 
6-foot-6, 231-pound Ben Harpur and 6-foot-5, 222-pound Erik 
Gudbranson, as his third defensive pairing. It did not come down to the 
decision to sit skilled rookie Eeli Tolvanen in favor of Extra Herd Line — 
Tanner Jeannot (6-foot-2, 208) up from the fourth line to the third, with 
Mathieu Olivier (6-foot-2, 210) back in and taking his old spot on the 
fourth. 

It was a better hockey team beating a lesser hockey team. The better 
team looked quite overwhelming for about 30 of the final 40 minutes in 
doing so, as the Hurricanes looked against the Predators for the vast 
majority of their time together in the regular season. It was a game that 
did not give off the vibes of a long series to come. 

But, hey, it’s certainly too early to just give up and return to wishing GM 
David Poile opted to sell at the trading deadline, so why not get mad at 
Hynes first? I have no idea if Matt Benning and Dante Fabbro would have 
fared any better as the third pairing. The Hurricanes are going to target 
whoever is in that role. But one or both would probably be worth a look in 
Wednesday’s Game 2. 

I can’t say Tolvanen, who as Hynes correctly pointed out has struggled to 
find his game since returning from injury, would have done anything to 
help a power play that looked anemic in three chances. You can have the 
filthiest shot in the world coming from that left circle and it won’t matter if 
you can’t even set up. 

There’s a significant gap in offensive might between these teams, so 
while there’s understandable interest in a lineup that keeps things “in the 
trenches,” as Hynes said last week, the Preds might simply need as 
much skill as they can offer to try to keep up on the scoreboard. The 
Canes aren’t trying to stay in the trenches all night, not in a game that 
matters to them. Also, as they demonstrated Monday, they aren’t 
cowering from confrontation. They gave plenty back. An official 56-49 
edge in hits serves as evidence but doesn’t fully convey the extent of 
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their dismissal of the idea that “playoff-style hockey” will bother them and 
give the Preds a chance. 

“They knew what it was gonna be like. They were ready for it,” said Erik 
Haula, who scored along with Filip Forsberg for the Preds, and took boos 
all night from his former home fans. 

Those fans might have many more raucous nights ahead. Carolina is a 
complete hockey team, fully capable of winning this tournament. That’s 
Nashville’s issue. The lineup conversation is just something to have 
because the Preds have to try to figure something out. And because it 
might be a bit much to love the fourth line so much that you let it creep 
into other lines. It’s worth looking at changes, and while we’re talking 
about lines that need to pick it up, how about the Mikael Granlund-Calle 
Jarnkrok-Luke Kunin second line? They were conspicuously absent in 
this game after doing so much in the regular season to get the Preds 
here. 

Hynes, for his part, got a bit frustrated at the personnel questions, 
pointing out that it was 2-2 entering the third period and saying: “We can 
talk about the lineup all we want, but we played physical, we played hard. 
It was a competitive game and we didn’t find a way to win one.” 

And now they’ll be trying to win a playoff series for the first time in 
franchise history after losing the first game. Nashville is 0-11 all-time after 
dropping Game 1. So the Predators are battling history. Their lineup is 
uncertain. Their coach has tough choices to make and a pressing need 
to find a spark in new combinations. And none of these things count as 
their biggest problem. 
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Scouting the Hurricanes’ enemy: Breaking down the Predators with 
Adam Vingan 

 

By Sara Civian and Adam Vingan May 17, 2021  

 

After a raucous end-of-season series, the top-seeded Hurricanes and 
No. 4 Predators kick off their first-round matchup Monday at PNC Arena. 

Eight regular season games later and it’s safe to say we’re well-
acquainted with this matchup, but the playoffs are a different beast. 
Luckily, Predators reporter Adam Vingan is here to provide a scouting 
report on a team that’s been heating up at a dangerous time. 

We talk about the Predators’ physicality and you could see it in those last 
few games of the regular season. How much impact do you truly think 
that will have on this series? 

It did seem like the Predators were trying to send a message to the 
Hurricanes last week, especially in the season finale. The Hurricanes are 
deeper and more skilled, so I expect the Predators to crank up the 
physicality on the forecheck and in the defensive zone. 

Predators coach John Hynes has started his fourth line — Yakov Trenin, 
Colton Sissons and Tanner Jeannot — in every game over the past 
several weeks. Those three embody the team’s identity. 

“When they’re really going, they have the ability to set the tone of the 
game,” Hynes said earlier this month. “Colton’s been very good on 
faceoffs, so if you win the faceoff, you can get in the offensive zone. You 
can establish your forecheck. You can establish some hits. I think it 
brings energy to our team. If we’re at home, I think it brings energy to the 
fans. (It’s) just the way that they play. They’re consistent. They’re difficult 
to play against. You trust them defensively. If they don’t win the faceoff 
and wind up going against the (opponent’s) top line, I think you feel 
comfortable with them in the defensive zone.” 

It’s probably not enough to lift Nashville over Carolina on its own. What 
else do they have in their arsenal that we aren’t talking about? 

The Predators are feeling themselves right now, and understandably so. 
They won 20 of 28 to end the season and fully bought into Hynes’ vision. 

At midseason, the Predators, who started 11-16-1, had a 2 percent 
chance of qualifying for the postseason, according to The Athletic’s Dom 
Luszczyszyn. They have been in playoff mode since March. 

“You look at the last half (of) our season, to come together as a group 
like we have and turn the season around and to battle, I feel like the last 
20 games were all playoff games,” Predators defenseman Ben Harpur 
said. “It felt like our lives were on the line every night, and it seems like 
it’s really brought this group together.” 

The Predators have been dangerous at five-on-five but lacking on the 
power play and scoring in general, correct? Which player might be able 
to break through for some offense? 

The Predators were in the bottom half of the NHL in five-on-five scoring 
this season (103 goals in 56 games), and their 2.7 goals per game were 
the fewest among the 16 playoffs teams. Although the power play 
finished at 17.6 percent, the unit of Filip Forsberg, Mikael Granlund, Ryan 
Johansen, Eeli Tolvanen and Roman Josi was the second-most 
productive in the league (min. 30 minutes), averaging 6.24 goals per 20 
minutes, according to Sportlogiq. 

Luke Kunin is someone to watch. He led the Predators with 10 goals and 
19 points at even strength despite missing 18 games. His line with 
Granlund and Calle Jarnkrok outscored opponents 16-7 this season. 

Which under-the-radar players do the Hurricanes need to keep their eyes 
on, and why? 

Jeannot, 23, was an unheralded prospect when the season began. Then 
he went on a tear with the AHL Chicago Wolves, whom the Predators 
and Hurricanes shared this season, and never looked back. 

Wolves coach Ryan Warsofsky told me in March that Jeannot would 
have been his choice for captain. The pride of Oxbow, Saskatchewan, 
had five goals in 15 games with the Predators and hits like a Mack truck. 

On defense, Alexandre Carrier, 24, also had a breakout season after 
spending most of the previous four years in the minors. He and Mattias 
Ekholm complement each other well on the second pair. The Predators 
controlled 53.93 percent of expected goals when Carrier and Ekholm 
were on the ice at five-on-five, according to Natural Stat Trick. 

So, uh, what happened with Ryan Johansen and Matt Duchene, and do 
you think they can turn it around? 

If I knew the answer to that, then the Predators would be paying me $8 
million per year instead of Johansen and Duchene. 

All kidding aside, the team’s highest-paid forwards, both of whom missed 
time this season, combined for 35 points. Five Hurricanes forwards — 
Sebastian Aho, Vincent Trocheck, Andrei Svechnikov, Martin Necas and 
Jordan Staal — had more individually. 

Duchene has always been something of an empty-calorie scorer; he has 
shown the ability to put up points, but his impact in other areas is limited. 
Johansen’s decline is hard to explain. He has the size and talent to be a 
dominant No. 1 center but struggles to put it all together. 

For months, Predators fans have been plotting how to offload Johansen 
or Duchene in the upcoming Seattle expansion draft. Confidence in them 
is low. 
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Scouting the Predators’ enemy: Breaking down the Hurricanes with Sara 
Civian 

 

By Adam Vingan and Sara Civian May 17, 2021 

 

After concluding the regular season with two games against each other, 
the Predators and Carolina Hurricanes are already well acquainted 
heading into their first-round matchup. 

In advance of the series, which starts Monday at PNC Arena, Hurricanes 
reporter Sara Civian, a must-, took time to provide a scouting report on 
the Central Division champions. 

The Hurricanes do not appear to have any glaring weaknesses. What is 
one area where they can be exploited?  

This has been the most-asked question from radio hosts and podcasters 
recently, and I laugh every time because it really is tough to point out one 
thing. And after a decade of two clear problems — effort and goaltending 
— it can be hard to let ourselves admit that these problems have been 
solved, and the Canes are one of the best teams in the league. 

But it’s true. 

The main problems they’ve run into this season come when they, too, 
forget who they are now and fail to set a tone early on. The Predators 
were smart to capitalize on that in the last game of the season, and the 
Hurricanes can’t let that bleed into Game 1. They have to set a tone and 
squash Nashville’s confidence as early and as often as possible. 

That’s pretty vague, though. 

If I’m looking at this overall matchup, I’d say the Predators’ route to 
success will be holding the Hurricanes off the scoresheet on the power 
play. While the league’s second-best power play is obviously not a 
weakness, it’s become so much of a strength that the Hurricanes need to 
avoid using it as a crutch. 

The starting goaltender remains a mystery. Who would you choose: 
rookie Alex Nedeljkovic or longtime Predators tormentor Petr Mrazek? 

I’m tempted to say Nedeljkovic because he’s only improved the more 
reps he puts in, his numbers have led certain league metrics and 
Mrazek’s injuries throughout the season have been slightly concerning. 
But Mrazek has also been above average when he’s played, and I do 
think it’s better to start out with experience — especially when Mrazek 
has historically played well against the Predators. 

I asked Rod Brind’Amour last week what will be factored into who starts 
which games, and his answer gives a good indication of who the guy will 
be. 

“Rest, physical and mental rest. We probably will have that going into 
this, so it kind of takes that out of the equation,” he said. “Just staying 
sharp. It’s all those things. Who you’re playing, what kind of system are 
they running? Is one guy better vs. (the opponent)? There’s a lot of 
things that go into it, but at the end of the day we’re confident in whoever 
we pick.” 

Mrazek will likely get the start, but he won’t have as long a leash as he 
might’ve had in the past because Nedeljkovic is waiting in the wings. 

Which defenseman is most critical to the Hurricanes’ success: Dougie 
Hamilton, Brett Pesce or Jaccob Slavin? 

Do you want me to be honest? I know it might not be the objectively right 
answer, but it’s Brett Pesce. 

Pesce isn’t the overall “best” defenseman of the three by any means. 
Hamilton is so offensively talented and Slavin has an eye for the game 
and a technical skill set as good as any defenseman I’ve met. But your 
question wasn’t who is the best — it was who is most critical to this 

group’s success, and my gut says Pesce in one of those you-just-had-to-
be-there ways. 

Three things immediately cross my mind: Pesce’s heart in the David 
Ayres game, Pesce’s heart after a blown up vein and, for some reason, 
Pesce screaming “Opa!” at the top of his lungs during at least 70 percent 
of Hurricanes practices this season when anything remotely interesting 
happens. 

He’s made this season bearable for his teammates both on and off the 
ice — he’s someone you want to be around and he’s someone you’re 
thrilled to find yourself on a defensive pairing with. He’ll do what it takes 
to anchor a partner or block shots on the penalty kill if he must, but he’ll 
also jump the rush and chip in offensively if the coast is clear. 

He isn’t the best overall player from the three, but this year the team isn’t 
in dire need of offense (Hamilton’s realm) and the goaltending has been 
above average and hasn’t desperately needed the training wheels Slavin 
provides as much as it has in the past. In this condensed, restricted 
season and in these sure-to-be grueling playoffs, this team has needed 
heart, motivation and a purpose. That’s Pesce. 

What makes Rod Brind’Amour such a good coach?  

How much time do you have? 

More than anything, he walked the walk and he knows how to relate to 
his players. He once said the ability to relate to players is the most 
important part of coaching, and I recently asked him to elaborate on that. 

“Everybody coaches the systems, — everyone knows how to do that,” he 
said. “That’s kind of basic, in my opinion. How do you get the guys to buy 
into that, and how do you guys to compete every night? To me, it’s all 
this other stuff than what you’re actually teaching them with how to play. 
They know how to play. You’re really just working at other stuff. That 
seems to be the difference, that little margin. That’s what coaching, I 
think, comes in, when you have a good staff, good people. Getting guys 
to give that extra mile, that’s what it really comes down to.” 

I think the outside world expects “Rod the Bod” to be some scary guy, but 
his coaching has always been about mutual understanding and respect. 
He also expects and doesn’t heavily punish “mistakes,” which is crucial in 
trying to get the most out of a young group with star potential. With that 
comes the caveat that the player making the mistake is doing so out of 
trying too hard, and the output becomes a team that perennially leads the 
league in shot suppression and shots taken. Now that there’s been an 
upgrade in the skill department, the Canes have put it all together to 
become one of the best teams in the league. 

Which Hurricanes player will Predators fans come to hate the most 
during the series, and why is the answer Nino Niederreiter? 

It’s funny — Niederreiter is one of the most pleasant people you’ll find off 
the ice. He is always wearing funny socks, he is always smiling and 
asking you how you are, for some reason I have a distinct memory of him 
whistling “The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air” theme song throughout the Wells 
Fargo Center the last time we were there. 

On paper on the ice, it looks like the same deal. His penalties are largely 
stick infractions and he rarely—  if ever — fights. If you weren’t watching, 
you’d probably assume the Hurricanes’ No. 2 goal scorer was content 
with his 20 goals in 56 games. But if you watch him play, you see where 
the vast majority of his goals are scored: directly in front of the net. 

He won’t drop the gloves, necessarily, but he’ll do just about everything 
else to maintain that net-front positioning no matter who is trying to 
challenge it. This won’t make you many friends. 
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Nashville Predators can't handle third period surge by Carolina 
Hurricanes, drop Game 1 

 

Paul Skrbina 

 

The Nashville Predators were where they weren’t expected to be Monday 
night – in a postseason series. 

After winning 20 of their final 28 regular-season games to secure the 
fourth and final playoff spot in the Central Division, Nashville found itself 
in Raleigh, N.C., facing the top-seeded Carolina Hurricanes in Game 1, 
the third game of a possible nine straight between the teams. 

The result was a 5-2 Predators loss in the best-of-seven series. 

Nino Niederreiter scored the winning goal 2 minutes, 26 seconds into the 
third for the Hurricanes. 

The Predators struck first when Filip Forsberg deposited a beauty of a 
pass from Ryan Johansen into Carolina's net, then sprouted a smile as 
he appeared to shout some words of celebration -- "that's for you, baby," 
according to amateur lip-readers --  at the home crowd with 7:46 left in 
the first. The lead was soon erased thanks to a Teuvo Teravainen tip with 
6:19 left in the period. 

Jordan Staal scored with three seconds left on a four-on-four 4:19 into 
the second for a 2-1 Carolina lead. Former Hurricane Erik Haula reset 
the score a little more than four minutes later, and was showered with 
boos as a result. 

Staal encouraged cheers from the home crowd again with 12 minutes 
remaining to make it 4-2. Carolina added an empty-net goal with 1:47 
left. 

Game 2 is scheduled for 7 p.m. Central Wednesday in Raleigh. 
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How to watch Monday's Game 1 between the Nashville Predators and 
Carolina Hurricanes 

 

Nick Gray 

 

The 2021 Stanley Cup Playoffs are here. 

The Nashville Predators have a tall task in the first round against Central 
Division regular season champions Carolina Hurricanes, and that task 
begins Monday with Game 1 in Raleigh. 

Here's how you can watch, follow Monday's game. 

SCHEDULE:Nashville Predators vs. Carolina Hurricanes schedule 
announced for first-round series 

GET TICKETS:Tickets on sale for Nashville Predators playoff series — 
and here's how to buy them 

Carolina Hurricanes vs. Nashville Predators: TV channel, streaming info 

FACEOFF: 7 p.m. Monday, PNC Arena in Raleigh 

TV: Bally Sports South locally, CNBC nationally 

RADIO:  102.5 The Game (Nashville), NHL app 

STREAMING:  NHL.tv, Bally Sports app, NBCSports.com/Live 

2021 RECORDS: Predators 31-23-2; Hurricanes 36-12-8  

More Hurricanes, Predators news 

GOALKEEPING PUSHING PREDS INTO PLAYOFFS:Pekka Rinne, 
Juuse Saros and a Nashville Predators playoff run to savor: 'He has been 
the backbone' 

GENTRY ESTES:Hurricane warnings in Raleigh, where Nashville 
Predators arrive as an afterthought 

PREDICTIONS:How far will Nashville Predators go in Stanley Cup 
playoffs? 

STORM SURGE:Carolina Hurricanes set to welcome more fans after all 
for series vs. Nashville Predators 
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Pekka Rinne, Juuse Saros and a Nashville Predators playoff run to 
savor: 'He has been the backbone' 

 

WILL BACKUS | Nashville Tennessean 

 

Pekka Rinne remembers the first time he saw Juuse Saros play.  

Saros was on the Finnish national team participating in the 2014 IIHF Ice 
Hockey Championship. Rinne traveled to the event specifically to watch 
Saros, whom the Nashville Predators had selected in the fourth round of 
the 2013 NHL Entry Draft.  

The first thing he noticed was that the 5-foot-11 Saros is smaller than the 
average professional goalie. But Saros quickly made up for that with his 
technique.  

"For a goalie, Juuse is very skilled technique-wise and things like that," 
Rinne said. "He has to be very precise, and I think that’s the one thing I 
noticed right away. Very skilled technique wise." 

Rinne didn't know at the time he was watching his eventual successor.  

Saaros is the Predators' go-to option entering Monday's Stanley Cup 
Playoffs opener at the Carolina Hurricanes. 

He has played in 35 of 56 games in this abbreviated 2021 season, and 
his performance while starting all but four games since March 18 is a big 
reason why the Predators transformed from draft-lottery lock to playoff 
qualifier. 

In that 23-game span, his save percentage has dropped below 90% just 
four times, and he has recorded three shutouts.  

"I’d say Juuse’s a huge part of our success," Rinne said. "At the same 
time, it always goes hand in hand. Our team has improved a lot. But he 
has been the backbone of this team. Gives us a chance to win every 
night.” 

Saros' play is reminiscent of Rinne in the 2016-17 season, when the 
veteran goalie helped spark the Predators from borderline also-ran to 
Stanley Cup Final runner-up.   

ESTES: Nashville Predators could have 'a big advantage' over the 
Carolina Hurricanes 

Rinne was credited with six wins in March and April of 2017. Like Saros, 
his save percentage rarely dropped below 90% — just twice in the last 13 
games in the regular season.  

"I think we were the eighth seed or seventh seed when we got in the 
postseason," Rinne said. "But we were red-hot. We were playing 
extremely well, kind of similar as this year. That’s a similar thing." 
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Rinne has played an integral part in Saros' success. The two have been 
close friends since 2015. During Saros' first couple of training camps, 
Rinne let the younger goalie live with him until permanent arrangements 
could be made.  

These days, they still discuss game plans or hypothetical situations in 
Finnish. Rinne often gives Saros advice on how to handle a specific 
opponent or player.  

"It’s good because I feel like we see the game kind of the same way," 
Saros said. "It’s good to have some of those talks and kind of feed off 
from each other and have that support." 

Nashville Predators goalie Pekka Rinne through the years 

For six years, Saros watched Rinne, studying his game and breaking 
down how he handled each situation — including leading a team to the 
precipice of a championship in 2017.  

Now, it's his turn to try and get the Predators over the top.  

"When Pekka was playing every night and Juuse wasn’t in the role he 
was in now, just watching and learning from Pekka," Nashville coach 
John Hynes said. "I think the biggest thing, when you see that, with 
Juuse going through a little bit of a transition, was the support he got 
from Pekka. Pekka wants him to do well, wanted him to do well and the 
way he handled that, I think, was a big factor." 
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How far will Nashville Predators go in Stanley Cup playoffs? Here are our 
predictions 

 

Gentry Estes, Will Backus, Mike Organ 

 

How far will the Nashville Predators go in the Stanley Cup playoffs? And 
who will win the 2021 Stanley Cup? 

Our hockey experts at The Tennessean weighed in to answer those 
questions and make predictions ahead of the Predators' NHL playoff 
opener against the Carolina Hurricanes on Monday.  

Gentry Estes 

How far will Preds go?: Never say never in hockey's postseason, but the 
Preds appear outgunned in this opening series. As well as Juuse Saros 
is playing, they're going to have to discover offensive firepower that's 
been missing to beat a complete opponent. Carolina in 6. 

Who wins Stanley Cup?: The Toronto Maple Leafs. I don't like the fact 
they might not get to play games at home for the final two series, but I do 
like their team. It just feels like it's time for the Stanley Cup to return to 
Canada. 

Mike Organ 

How far will Preds go?: If goalie Saros stays hot, the Predators have a 
chance to advance, albeit a very slim one. This will not, however, be the 
same Hurricanes team Nashville beat in the final two regular-season 
games. 

Who wins Stanley Cup?: After coming up short the last couple of 
seasons, the Presidents' Trophy-winning Colorado Avalanche have the 
perfect combination of offensive firepower and great goalie play with 
Philipp Grubauer (.922 save percentage and 1.95 goals against average) 
to win it all. 

Will Backus 

How far will Preds go?: The first round. Nashville has been one of the 
more inspiring NHL stories in 2021, but it hasn't proved it cans 
consistently hang with the Hurricanes. 

Who wins Stanley Cup?: Colorado Avalanche. Colorado's potential path 
to the championship only has one massive speed bump in the form of 
Las Vegas. If it can make it out of the second round, the Avalanche 
should be the heavy favorites. 
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Rexrode: Predators lineup wasn’t the problem — Canes lineup was the 
problem 

 

By Joe Rexrode  

 

John Hynes probably hasn’t received enough credit for all that had to 
happen to turn the Nashville Predators into a hockey team of repute, but 
that’s coaching in the NHL — often an afterthought unless someone’s 
looking for a scapegoat. 

Speaking of which, how about that Game 1 lineup? 

I get it. Physicality was a lot of what happened to get the Preds here, 20-
7-1 in the second half of the regular season to squeak into the playoffs 
and get a shot at heavily favored Central Division champ Carolina. 
Physicality, at the expense of Carolina’s gobs of speed and skill, is what 
must happen for this to be any kind of series. So why not trot out every 
linebacker on the roster? 

The complaint comes when the two who were the most surprising 
choices for that lineup are made to be looking as if skating in caramel on 
the game-winning goal … which isn’t a goal because Juuse Saros 
somehow keeps it out … and then everyone in gold continues to operate 
in slow motion as the puck is redirected and put where Saros can’t deal 
with it. Carolina 5, Nashville 2 in front of more than 12,000 fans at PNC 
Arena was about much more than Hynes’ decision to go with those two, 
6-foot-6, 231-pound Ben Harpur and 6-foot-5, 222-pound Erik 
Gudbranson, as his third defensive pairing. It did not come down to the 
decision to sit skilled rookie Eeli Tolvanen in favor of Extra Herd Line — 
Tanner Jeannot (6-foot-2, 208) up from the fourth line to the third, with 
Mathieu Olivier (6-foot-2, 210) back in and taking his old spot on the 
fourth. 

It was a better hockey team beating a lesser hockey team. The better 
team looked quite overwhelming for about 30 of the final 40 minutes in 
doing so, as the Hurricanes looked against the Predators for the vast 
majority of their time together in the regular season. It was a game that 
did not give off the vibes of a long series to come. 

But, hey, it’s certainly too early to just give up and return to wishing GM 
David Poile opted to sell at the trading deadline, so why not get mad at 
Hynes first? I have no idea if Matt Benning and Dante Fabbro would have 
fared any better as the third pairing. The Hurricanes are going to target 
whoever is in that role. But one or both would probably be worth a look in 
Wednesday’s Game 2. 

I can’t say Tolvanen, who as Hynes correctly pointed out has struggled to 
find his game since returning from injury, would have done anything to 
help a power play that looked anemic in three chances. You can have the 
filthiest shot in the world coming from that left circle and it won’t matter if 
you can’t even set up. 

There’s a significant gap in offensive might between these teams, so 
while there’s understandable interest in a lineup that keeps things “in the 
trenches,” as Hynes said last week, the Preds might simply need as 
much skill as they can offer to try to keep up on the scoreboard. The 
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Canes aren’t trying to stay in the trenches all night, not in a game that 
matters to them. Also, as they demonstrated Monday, they aren’t 
cowering from confrontation. They gave plenty back. An official 56-49 
edge in hits serves as evidence but doesn’t fully convey the extent of 
their dismissal of the idea that “playoff-style hockey” will bother them and 
give the Preds a chance. 

“They knew what it was gonna be like. They were ready for it,” said Erik 
Haula, who scored along with Filip Forsberg for the Preds, and took boos 
all night from his former home fans. 

Those fans might have many more raucous nights ahead. Carolina is a 
complete hockey team, fully capable of winning this tournament. That’s 
Nashville’s issue. The lineup conversation is just something to have 
because the Preds have to try to figure something out. And because it 
might be a bit much to love the fourth line so much that you let it creep 
into other lines. It’s worth looking at changes, and while we’re talking 
about lines that need to pick it up, how about the Mikael Granlund-Calle 
Jarnkrok-Luke Kunin second line? They were conspicuously absent in 
this game after doing so much in the regular season to get the Preds 
here. 

Hynes, for his part, got a bit frustrated at the personnel questions, 
pointing out that it was 2-2 entering the third period and saying: “We can 
talk about the lineup all we want, but we played physical, we played hard. 
It was a competitive game and we didn’t find a way to win one.” 

And now they’ll be trying to win a playoff series for the first time in 
franchise history after losing the first game. Nashville is 0-11 all-time after 
dropping Game 1. So the Predators are battling history. Their lineup is 
uncertain. Their coach has tough choices to make and a pressing need 
to find a spark in new combinations. And none of these things count as 
their biggest problem. 
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In Juuse Saros, Predators have what, exactly? We’re about to find out 

 

By Joe Rexrode May 17, 2021  

 

Steve Valiquette lugged 30 pounds of deer-hair-stuffed goalie pads 
around Ontario as a kid, and now his students can carry all their pads 
between their thumb and forefinger. 

The craft of the former NHL goalie and current MSG Network analyst has 
transformed well beyond that. Coaching got Valiquette into the pursuit for 
advanced data, and that got him to start a company that spends $22,000 
a month collecting it. Clear Sight Analytics has 34 data points on every 
NHL shot taken in the past six seasons. Among the takeaways: 

“I would argue no position in sports has advanced more than goaltending 
has in the past 10 years,” Valiquette said. 

Shot slots with no screen involved should be considered low-danger 
shots. 

Too many low-danger shots to warm up a goalie greatly decreases a 
team’s chances of getting to him. 

Juuse Saros is the best goalie in the NHL. 

That is, of course, during the puck-gobbling rampage that turned the 
Nashville Predators from a team in need of a blowup to a team that could 
shake up the Stanley Cup playoffs. For all the credit coach John Hynes 
and his skaters deserve for the 20-7-1 second half of the season — 
following up on an 11-16-1 first half — that earned the Preds the final 
playoff spot in the Central Division and a shot at top seed and heavily 
favored Carolina, it starts with Saros. Game 1, Monday night in Carolina, 

starts with Saros. So does any notion of a 2021 run for this team. So 
does the question of whether the sharp trajectory change of the past two 
months can be maintained next season and beyond. 

Valiquette’s CSA numbers match up with others, advanced and 
traditional, that declare Saros, the smallest starting goalie in the league 
at 5-foot-11, the most effective in it since he returned from injury March 
18. Go back to Feb. 27 and he’s got a ridiculous .941 save percentage, 
leaving him second in the league overall (.927) despite a rough, penalty-
kill-dysfunction-fueled start. 

In CSA terms, Saros has faced 638 chances since his return (dumps that 
reach the net aren’t counted) and has 58.22 expected goals against in 
that time. He allowed 44, for a differential of 14.22. That’s tops in the 
league. Beyond that, Valiquette said numbers like that are actually more 
difficult to attain when a goalie is playing in a “good environment” with a 
team defending well in front of him, as Saros has been. Winnipeg’s 
Connor Hellebuyck is second at 11.28, Tampa Bay’s Andrei Vasilevskiy 
third at 9.85, Carolina’s Petr Mrazek seventh at 7.17 and so on. 

This after Saros’ “play was OK,” in the words of general manager David 
Poile, in a four-game qualifying round loss to Arizona in the Edmonton 
bubble, his first postseason opportunity as Pekka Rinne’s protégé and 
successor. Saros had an .895 save percentage in the series and a few 
he’d like back, after a torrid regular-season run to surpass Rinne (one 
difference from then and now being a five-month, pandemic-related 
break in competition). 

Juuse Saros has been arguably the best goalie in the NHL over the past 
few months. (Christopher Hanewinckel / USA Today) 

Valiquette has four NHL teams as clients (it was nine before the 
pandemic) and has expanded his services from analyzing every goalie to 
every skater as well, creating a picture of what works on both sides of the 
equation. The “magic sauce” to succeeding against a goalie in a game, 
Valiquette said, is having seven or more high-danger chances and 12 or 
fewer low-danger chances. In other words, don’t let the goalie get into a 
rhythm with “crappy shots” that make it more likely he’ll stop the good 
ones. 

The definition of “low danger” also has changed for Valiquette, to include 
the unscreened slot attempts that aren’t part of odd-man rushes, and 
some coaches push back on that — but Valiquette said just 6.9 percent 
of those shots went in this season, compared with 14 percent six 
seasons ago when he started compiling data. It’s been a steady decline 
in that time. 

“How else can I say it, other than goalies are getting better?” said 
Valiquette, who played for the Rangers, Islanders and Oilers in his 
career. “That’s the only way I can see it. So much better over the years, 
it’s almost laughable.” 

And, in general, the top goalies in the world give up one goal on every 
three high-danger chances, he said. The separation from good to great is 
in the low-danger category. Saros gave up too many of those in his first 
postseason opportunity. 

“If we sat down and watched the video of that series, there’d be times 
where we’d say, ‘Ooooh, shit, I need a save there,’” Valiquette said of 
Saros against Arizona. “Not total stinkers, but the ‘I need a save there’ 
goals. That’s low danger, and that’s the differentiator in winning and 
losing in the Stanley Cup playoffs when everything is so condensed and 
magnified. That’s the difference-maker, man.” 

Those are the terms. Saros’ performance over the past two months has 
provided the opportunity and hinted at new possibilities. But there is no 
clarity, for Valiquette or anyone else who studies this position, on what’s 
to come. 

Saros could be Jordan Binnington, the Blues goalie who played above 
his head — based on the admittedly limited data on his career so far — 
and led the Blues from last place to the Stanley Cup as a rookie in 2019. 
That would be just fine with the Preds, if this turns out to be an extended 
“heater” that leads to a run few are predicting. Seven percent of Athletic 
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NHL staffers picked the Preds to upset the Hurricanes in the first round 
while zero ESPN and SportsNet staffers did so. NBC analyst and former 
NHL goalie Brian Boucher, a self-proclaimed Saros fan, does see some 
ingredients for a stunner. Starting with Saros. 

“Look at Binnington. He rode that from Jan. 2 until June whatever the hell 
it was,” Boucher said. “And I kept saying, ‘We’ll see how long this wave 
goes.’ Well, don’t stop riding it, you know? And if you don’t, it can 
happen, you can win, you can do it.” 

Saros could be less than that and still be Nashville’s starter for the next 
few years, for more than the bargain $1.5 million the 2021 restricted free 
agent is making this season. He could be more than that, too. 

He just turned 26 and still hasn’t yet been a starting NHL goalie for a full 
82-game season. He’s had one postseason opportunity, under 
unprecedented circumstances. He has a tough act to follow, his mentor 
and the greatest player in franchise history, who had an emotional 
moment with fans in the regular-season finale and may be done after this 
season. For whatever it’s worth, Rinne’s career numbers (.917 save 
percentage, 2.43 goals against) aren’t all that different from Saros’ to this 
point (.920, 2.50). The difference, and the bottom line for all players in 
this league, is that Rinne has done spectacular things in the playoffs. As 
Poile said last week, “Careers are defined by what you do in the 
postseason.” 

Shortly after Saros’ first shot didn’t go well, Poile chose Russian goalie 
Yaroslav Askarov with the 11th pick in 2020 NHL Draft. Maybe he would 
have done that regardless of how things had gone in Edmonton. It’s 
never bad to have multiple options at the most important position. But 
with Saros then struggling early in the season (he allowed 2.9 goals more 
than expected in his first 13 games), it was fair to wonder if he’d be more 
than a brief bridge between Rinne and Askarov. It’s not an overreaction 
now to wonder if the Preds are in the early stages of The Saros Era. It’s 
all possible. And it will be drifting in one direction or the other, based on 
the results of what we’re about to see. 

“This is the time,” Boucher said of the 5-foot-11 Saros. “This is the point 
in his career where it can happen — this is it. Saros has got the 
experience, he’s been around the team for a long time, and I’ve always 
thought he was a good goalie. Smart guy. He reads plays really well. He 
gets to the puck quickly and on time. He’s very rarely late. The lack of big 
east-west plays speaks to his talent level. He’s got good skating ability in 
the crease, which allows him to get to his spots even though he’s not the 
size of a Pekka Rinne (6-5). And now, finally, he’s really got the 
opportunity to have the keys.” 

Saros has continued honing that footwork this season, with positive 
results, and Hynes said he has grown in terms of being mentally ready 
for the steady grind of being a full-time starter. Saros, who is so quiet and 
unassuming that he makes Charlie Chaplin look like Chatty Cathy, said 
he’s been “trying to trust my game” as he has navigated the Preds from 
trading-deadline sellers to playoff-upstart hopefuls. 

As for the Hurricanes, they don’t need Valiquette’s analysis to know how 
they should attack Saros. He has elite numbers on clear-sighted shots, 
including those in the slot area (allowing 3.35 fewer than expected), but 
he has allowed 3.73 more than expected on screened shots. This is 
where height, or lack thereof, can make a difference. 

And the coming days, or weeks, is when we’ll learn if Saros can handle 
the heavy lift of elevating a team in the postseason and cementing a 
franchise’s future in goal. 
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Scouting the Hurricanes’ enemy: Breaking down the Predators with 
Adam Vingan 

 

By Sara Civian and Adam Vingan May 17, 2021 

 

After a raucous end-of-season series, the top-seeded Hurricanes and 
No. 4 Predators kick off their first-round matchup Monday at PNC Arena. 

Eight regular season games later and it’s safe to say we’re well-
acquainted with this matchup, but the playoffs are a different beast. 
Luckily, Predators reporter Adam Vingan is here to provide a scouting 
report on a team that’s been heating up at a dangerous time. 

We talk about the Predators’ physicality and you could see it in those last 
few games of the regular season. How much impact do you truly think 
that will have on this series? 

It did seem like the Predators were trying to send a message to the 
Hurricanes last week, especially in the season finale. The Hurricanes are 
deeper and more skilled, so I expect the Predators to crank up the 
physicality on the forecheck and in the defensive zone. 

Predators coach John Hynes has started his fourth line — Yakov Trenin, 
Colton Sissons and Tanner Jeannot — in every game over the past 
several weeks. Those three embody the team’s identity. 

“When they’re really going, they have the ability to set the tone of the 
game,” Hynes said earlier this month. “Colton’s been very good on 
faceoffs, so if you win the faceoff, you can get in the offensive zone. You 
can establish your forecheck. You can establish some hits. I think it 
brings energy to our team. If we’re at home, I think it brings energy to the 
fans. (It’s) just the way that they play. They’re consistent. They’re difficult 
to play against. You trust them defensively. If they don’t win the faceoff 
and wind up going against the (opponent’s) top line, I think you feel 
comfortable with them in the defensive zone.” 

It’s probably not enough to lift Nashville over Carolina on its own. What 
else do they have in their arsenal that we aren’t talking about? 

The Predators are feeling themselves right now, and understandably so. 
They won 20 of 28 to end the season and fully bought into Hynes’ vision. 

At midseason, the Predators, who started 11-16-1, had a 2 percent 
chance of qualifying for the postseason, according to The Athletic’s Dom 
Luszczyszyn. They have been in playoff mode since March. 

“You look at the last half (of) our season, to come together as a group 
like we have and turn the season around and to battle, I feel like the last 
20 games were all playoff games,” Predators defenseman Ben Harpur 
said. “It felt like our lives were on the line every night, and it seems like 
it’s really brought this group together.” 

The Predators have been dangerous at five-on-five but lacking on the 
power play and scoring in general, correct? Which player might be able 
to break through for some offense? 

The Predators were in the bottom half of the NHL in five-on-five scoring 
this season (103 goals in 56 games), and their 2.7 goals per game were 
the fewest among the 16 playoffs teams. Although the power play 
finished at 17.6 percent, the unit of Filip Forsberg, Mikael Granlund, Ryan 
Johansen, Eeli Tolvanen and Roman Josi was the second-most 
productive in the league (min. 30 minutes), averaging 6.24 goals per 20 
minutes, according to Sportlogiq. 

Luke Kunin is someone to watch. He led the Predators with 10 goals and 
19 points at even strength despite missing 18 games. His line with 
Granlund and Calle Jarnkrok outscored opponents 16-7 this season. 

Which under-the-radar players do the Hurricanes need to keep their eyes 
on, and why? 

Jeannot, 23, was an unheralded prospect when the season began. Then 
he went on a tear with the AHL Chicago Wolves, whom the Predators 
and Hurricanes shared this season, and never looked back. 
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Wolves coach Ryan Warsofsky told me in March that Jeannot would 
have been his choice for captain. The pride of Oxbow, Saskatchewan, 
had five goals in 15 games with the Predators and hits like a Mack truck. 

On defense, Alexandre Carrier, 24, also had a breakout season after 
spending most of the previous four years in the minors. He and Mattias 
Ekholm complement each other well on the second pair. The Predators 
controlled 53.93 percent of expected goals when Carrier and Ekholm 
were on the ice at five-on-five, according to Natural Stat Trick. 

So, uh, what happened with Ryan Johansen and Matt Duchene, and do 
you think they can turn it around? 

If I knew the answer to that, then the Predators would be paying me $8 
million per year instead of Johansen and Duchene. 

All kidding aside, the team’s highest-paid forwards, both of whom missed 
time this season, combined for 35 points. Five Hurricanes forwards — 
Sebastian Aho, Vincent Trocheck, Andrei Svechnikov, Martin Necas and 
Jordan Staal — had more individually. 

Duchene has always been something of an empty-calorie scorer; he has 
shown the ability to put up points, but his impact in other areas is limited. 
Johansen’s decline is hard to explain. He has the size and talent to be a 
dominant No. 1 center but struggles to put it all together. 

For months, Predators fans have been plotting how to offload Johansen 
or Duchene in the upcoming Seattle expansion draft. Confidence in them 
is low. 
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Scouting the Predators’ enemy: Breaking down the Hurricanes with Sara 
Civian 

 

By Adam Vingan and Sara Civian May 17, 2021  

  

After concluding the regular season with two games against each other, 
the Predators and Carolina Hurricanes are already well acquainted 
heading into their first-round matchup. 

In advance of the series, which starts Monday at PNC Arena, Hurricanes 
reporter Sara Civian, a must-, took time to provide a scouting report on 
the Central Division champions. 

The Hurricanes do not appear to have any glaring weaknesses. What is 
one area where they can be exploited?  

This has been the most-asked question from radio hosts and podcasters 
recently, and I laugh every time because it really is tough to point out one 
thing. And after a decade of two clear problems — effort and goaltending 
— it can be hard to let ourselves admit that these problems have been 
solved, and the Canes are one of the best teams in the league. 

But it’s true. 

The main problems they’ve run into this season come when they, too, 
forget who they are now and fail to set a tone early on. The Predators 
were smart to capitalize on that in the last game of the season, and the 
Hurricanes can’t let that bleed into Game 1. They have to set a tone and 
squash Nashville’s confidence as early and as often as possible. 

That’s pretty vague, though. 

If I’m looking at this overall matchup, I’d say the Predators’ route to 
success will be holding the Hurricanes off the scoresheet on the power 
play. While the league’s second-best power play is obviously not a 
weakness, it’s become so much of a strength that the Hurricanes need to 
avoid using it as a crutch. 

The starting goaltender remains a mystery. Who would you choose: 
rookie Alex Nedeljkovic or longtime Predators tormentor Petr Mrazek? 

I’m tempted to say Nedeljkovic because he’s only improved the more 
reps he puts in, his numbers have led certain league metrics and 
Mrazek’s injuries throughout the season have been slightly concerning. 
But Mrazek has also been above average when he’s played, and I do 
think it’s better to start out with experience — especially when Mrazek 
has historically played well against the Predators. 

I asked Rod Brind’Amour last week what will be factored into who starts 
which games, and his answer gives a good indication of who the guy will 
be. 

“Rest, physical and mental rest. We probably will have that going into 
this, so it kind of takes that out of the equation,” he said. “Just staying 
sharp. It’s all those things. Who you’re playing, what kind of system are 
they running? Is one guy better vs. (the opponent)? There’s a lot of 
things that go into it, but at the end of the day we’re confident in whoever 
we pick.” 

Mrazek will likely get the start, but he won’t have as long a leash as he 
might’ve had in the past because Nedeljkovic is waiting in the wings. 

Which defenseman is most critical to the Hurricanes’ success: Dougie 
Hamilton, Brett Pesce or Jaccob Slavin? 

Do you want me to be honest? I know it might not be the objectively right 
answer, but it’s Brett Pesce. 

Pesce isn’t the overall “best” defenseman of the three by any means. 
Hamilton is so offensively talented and Slavin has an eye for the game 
and a technical skill set as good as any defenseman I’ve met. But your 
question wasn’t who is the best — it was who is most critical to this 
group’s success, and my gut says Pesce in one of those you-just-had-to-
be-there ways. 

Three things immediately cross my mind: Pesce’s heart in the David 
Ayres game, Pesce’s heart after a blown up vein and, for some reason, 
Pesce screaming “Opa!” at the top of his lungs during at least 70 percent 
of Hurricanes practices this season when anything remotely interesting 
happens. 

He’s made this season bearable for his teammates both on and off the 
ice — he’s someone you want to be around and he’s someone you’re 
thrilled to find yourself on a defensive pairing with. He’ll do what it takes 
to anchor a partner or block shots on the penalty kill if he must, but he’ll 
also jump the rush and chip in offensively if the coast is clear. 

He isn’t the best overall player from the three, but this year the team isn’t 
in dire need of offense (Hamilton’s realm) and the goaltending has been 
above average and hasn’t desperately needed the training wheels Slavin 
provides as much as it has in the past. In this condensed, restricted 
season and in these sure-to-be grueling playoffs, this team has needed 
heart, motivation and a purpose. That’s Pesce. 

What makes Rod Brind’Amour such a good coach?  

How much time do you have? 

More than anything, he walked the walk and he knows how to relate to 
his players. He once said the ability to relate to players is the most 
important part of coaching, and I recently asked him to elaborate on that. 

“Everybody coaches the systems, — everyone knows how to do that,” he 
said. “That’s kind of basic, in my opinion. How do you get the guys to buy 
into that, and how do you guys to compete every night? To me, it’s all 
this other stuff than what you’re actually teaching them with how to play. 
They know how to play. You’re really just working at other stuff. That 
seems to be the difference, that little margin. That’s what coaching, I 
think, comes in, when you have a good staff, good people. Getting guys 
to give that extra mile, that’s what it really comes down to.” 

I think the outside world expects “Rod the Bod” to be some scary guy, but 
his coaching has always been about mutual understanding and respect. 
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He also expects and doesn’t heavily punish “mistakes,” which is crucial in 
trying to get the most out of a young group with star potential. With that 
comes the caveat that the player making the mistake is doing so out of 
trying too hard, and the output becomes a team that perennially leads the 
league in shot suppression and shots taken. Now that there’s been an 
upgrade in the skill department, the Canes have put it all together to 
become one of the best teams in the league. 

Which Hurricanes player will Predators fans come to hate the most 
during the series, and why is the answer Nino Niederreiter? 

It’s funny — Niederreiter is one of the most pleasant people you’ll find off 
the ice. He is always wearing funny socks, he is always smiling and 
asking you how you are, for some reason I have a distinct memory of him 
whistling “The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air” theme song throughout the Wells 
Fargo Center the last time we were there. 

On paper on the ice, it looks like the same deal. His penalties are largely 
stick infractions and he rarely—  if ever — fights. If you weren’t watching, 
you’d probably assume the Hurricanes’ No. 2 goal scorer was content 
with his 20 goals in 56 games. But if you watch him play, you see where 
the vast majority of his goals are scored: directly in front of the net. 

He won’t drop the gloves, necessarily, but he’ll do just about everything 
else to maintain that net-front positioning no matter who is trying to 
challenge it. This won’t make you many friends. 
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The Athletic / DGB weekend rankings: Closing out another season of 
power rankings with a top 16 for the Stanley Cup 

 

By Sean McIndoe May 17, 2021  

  

It was exactly 16 weeks ago today that the 2021 edition of this column 
launched, back when the season was a few games old and we were 
pretty sure it was way too early. Was it? Put it this way: The Flyers were 
in the top five that week. Yeah, it might have been a little early. 

It’s not early anymore, as the regular season is over, except where it 
isn’t. With apologies to the Flames and Canucks, whose remaining two 
games are super important and will certainly not be completely ignored 
by everyone outside their immediate families, we can put a bow on the 
regular season right now, with one last set of rankings. 

The weekend certainly gave us plenty to chew on, with four games, three 
overtimes, at least a few upsets depending on who you picked, and no 
early evidence that anyone is unbeatable. Should we be shifting teams 
around the rankings based on one game? Well, yeah — one loss in the 
playoffs puts you a quarter of the way to elimination. But every Stanley 
Cup champion loses a few along the way, and you always have to strike 
a balance without overreacting to the first games of Round 1. 

So where did those first few games leave us? We’ll get there in a minute. 
But first, let’s wrap up with some regular season record-keeping. The 
season saw a total of 12 teams appear in the top five, with 11 more in the 
bottom five. For the first time in a few years, nobody crossed over to 
appear on both lists (although the Flyers certainly made a case). I’m 
going to attribute that to me getting better at this, and not to a shorter 
season giving me about 10 fewer columns to mess up with. 

The Lightning and Golden Knights both appeared in the top five in all 17 
weeks, and the Avalanche almost did, dropping out briefly in early March. 
Those were also the only three teams to appear in the No. 1 slot. 
Carolina didn’t crack the top five for a month, but then ended the season 
on a 13-week appearance streak. Other multiple appearances included 
the Bruins (eight times), Capitals (five), Leafs (five, all of which were 

followed by a losing streak) and Islanders (twice). Aside from that first-
week Flyers pick, every team that made the top five went on to secure a 
playoff spot. 

In the bottom five, Ottawa’s late-season hot streak and final weekend 
escape means that not a single team appeared on every list, which I 
think is a first. The Senators showed up 16 times while the Red Wings 
and Ducks both had 15, the Sabres ran the table over the final 12 and 
the Devils had eight. Only Detroit, Ottawa and Buffalo held down the top 
spot, and a single appearance by the Predators was the only one to 
feature an eventual playoff team. (Fun fact: That Nashville debut came in 
the same week that the Sabres first showed up for the first time, proving 
that not all bottom five appearances are created equal.) 

As for that mushy middle, eight teams didn’t make either list all season 
long. That includes four that missed the playoffs (the Flames, Coyotes, 
Stars and Rangers) and four more that are still playing (Blues, Wild, Jets 
and Oilers). We declared the Coyotes the league’s most mediocre team 
a few weeks ago, and that probably holds up, although the Blues 
finishing with 27 wins and 29 losses and a dead-even goals differential 
makes a strong case. 

Let’s get on to the rankings. There’s only one set this week, since at this 
point you can just look at the standings if you want to know which teams 
ended up at the bottom of the league. But rather than give you a half-
column, let’s go out with a bang by going long on the Cup list. That’s 
right, it’s a season-ending top-16 ranking of the most likely Cup winners, 
featuring every playoff team … 

Road to the Cup 

The five 16 teams with the best chances of becoming the first team in 
history to win a Stanley Cup in July. 

Yes, I realize someone else already did this on Friday. But what are the 
chances that they’re more accurate? (Remembers Dom makes his picks 
based on a hyper-accurate mathematical model he developed himself.) 
OK, sure, but what are the odds that they’re more entertaining? 
(Remembers it’s Gentille.) Huh. Fine, but are their rankings more recent 
than these ones? No? Good, I’m glad we all agree mine are better, let’s 
get to the list. 

It goes without saying that these rankings will factor in this weekend’s 
games because it’s only fair that this column goes out the same way it 
came in: By overreacting to a handful of games that probably won’t end 
up mattering. 

16. St. Louis Blues — I don’t think the Blues are the worst team in this 
year’s playoffs. But they do have the toughest path out of their division, 
including a brutal first-round matchup with the Avs that the numbers say 
could be one of the most lopsided in recent years. That still doesn’t mean 
that a first-round exit is a sure thing — a 12 percent chance is nowhere 
near zero — and we can’t count out the core of a team that won it all just 
two years ago. Could they shock us all by winning a round? Maybe. 
Could they win four? That feels just about impossible, and that’s before 
we even factor in their evolving COVID-19 situation. 

Anyway, congratulations in advance to the Blues on winning it all this 
year, please remember to engrave my name on the Cup for helping 
make it happen. 

15. Nashville Predators — Their path is almost as ugly as what the Blues 
are facing, and you could make a case that it’s even worse. But they 
have a red-hot goaltender, and in the playoffs, that’s half of the blueprint 
for success. (The other half is an opponent that has a cold goaltender.) 

14. Montreal Canadiens — Here’s the flip side of the playoff path 
problem. You could argue that the Habs are the worst team in the 
playoffs; I don’t think you’d be right, but you wouldn’t sound 
unreasonable, and the standings would agree with you. But the North is 
very winnable, and if you can’t imagine the Habs stealing Game 1 from 
the Leafs and sending Toronto into panic mode, you’re not trying hard 
enough. Montreal isn’t my pick to come out of the North, but it’s not all 
that hard to picture it, and it wouldn’t even require anything all that crazy 
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happening. The problem is they’d have two more rounds to go after that, 
though. 

13. Winnipeg Jets — I’m picking the Oilers to win the series, but I do 
think we’re collectively sleeping just a little on the Jets. They’re strong up 
front and have maybe the best goaltending in the league, and their awful 
second half may or may not mean anything. The idea that they can’t be 
the team that comes out of the North seems weird to me. 

12. Edmonton Oilers — Wait, why do I have all the Canadian teams 
ranked so low? We’ll get to that in a minute. 

For now, I think I’m a little higher on their chances of coming out of the 
North than most, and yeah, a lot of the concerns are valid. The depth 
isn’t there, the blue line isn’t great, and it’s hard to trust Mike Smith even 
after a strong season. I get it. But the Connor McDavid factor is hard to 
understate. Sure, it’s a team game, and one guy can only do so much. 
But when that “so much” is two or three points a game, it’s an enormous 
head start for even a mediocre supporting cast. If McDavid and Leon 
Draisaitl cool down, the Oilers are toast, but there’s little sign that’s going 
to happen this year. 

11. Washington Capitals — I picked the Bruins, and still am, but the Caps 
have a win in the bank thanks to Saturday’s OT opener. Craig Anderson 
is a good story with the potential to be a great one, but I don’t love being 
down to my third-string goalie after one game. We’re still not sure when 
Ilya Samsonov might play again, and it sounds like the Vitek Vanecek 
injury is no minor tweak. On the plus side: Alex Ovechkin looks likes he’s 
back in beast mode. 

10. Pittsburgh Penguins — Why yes, I did jam all four East Division 
teams together, thanks for noticing. Is this my way of telling you I have no 
idea what’s happening in this division? This news conference is over, no 
further questions. 

I still think the Penguins are close to a coin flip in the series, but it goes 
without saying that another Islanders road win tomorrow changes that 
outlook pretty decisively. 

9. New York Islanders — This is an honest question for Islanders fans: 
When you’re watching your team play a close, maybe just slightly boring 
playoff game on the road and it’s tied in the third period, are you a 
nervous wreck like normal fans, or absolutely confident that they’ll Trotz 
out a win like the rest of us watching them? 

8. Boston Bruins — They were my original pick to come out of the East. If 
they’d won the opener, I probably find them a spot in the top five. I still 
like their odds, but winning four of six against a solid Caps team is a big 
ask. The Bruins almost stole Game 1, and now tonight’s Game 2 already 
starts to feel crucial. That’s the beauty and/or misery of the playoffs. 

7. Florida Panthers — Is it possible to lose Game 1 and have your Cup 
odds go up? Probably not, but the Panthers looked every bit like a team 
that was ready to go toe-to-toe with the Lightning last night. That was just 
an amazing game, the kind that makes new hockey fans if you get it in 
front of the right eyes. Hope you got your spot on the bandwagon early. 

Still … man, it would have been nice to see the Panthers steal the win. 
You do not mess around with a fully-powered Lightning team. 

6. Minnesota Wild — They’ve got a long way to go to finish off the 
Golden Knights, the Avalanche are probably next, and there would two 
rounds to go after that. But this is a really good team that isn’t getting 
anywhere near enough credit as a legitimate threat. 

Put it this way: Whoever comes out of the West will be the Stanley Cup 
favorite. It could absolutely be the Wild. 

5. Toronto Maple Leafs — OK, so about those Canadian teams. I’ve 
thought it over. 

In this case, “it” isn’t the threats of imminent doom from Leafs fans if I 
kept jinxing the team with a top-five spot, although those were 
considered. Instead, it’s something I don’t think any of us pay enough 

attention to: The path out of the North isn’t all that tough, but the last two 
rounds could be brutal on the last Canadian team standing. 

The league’s decision to hold off on starting the North playoffs until the 
Flames and Canucks are done probably means that the division winner 
will head into Round 3 with little or no time off to face a rested opponent. 
They’ll also likely have to head down to the U.S. and play the last two 
rounds out of a neutral site, although that’s apparently not locked in. And 
after a season of playing in empty rinks, they’ll be facing opponents with 
close to full capacity. 

So the North winner might be thrown right into a series against a better 
team that’s rested and playing in buildings full of deafening fans while 
playing their home games in either empty Canadian rinks or sterile 
neutral ones. That’s a tough hill to climb, no? It’s not unwinnable — this 
is the NHL, nothing’s unwinnable — but it’s also not business as usual, 
which is how we seem to be treating it. 

To be absolutely clear, none of this is an excuse or even a complaint. A 
million things about the season have been weird, some of which have 
worked in the favor of the Canadian teams. Like pretty much everything 
about this year, it just is what it is, and everyone has to deal with it the 
best they can. This is no different. But we should be factoring it in, and 
once you do, it’s hard to rank any North Division team near the very top 
of a favorites list, even if all the smart people seem to love their odds. 

(All that said, longtime readers, I’m accepting suggestions on this year’s 
Good Luck Bag of Chips.) 

4. Vegas Golden Knights — I’m really, really worried about this Wild 
series. Minnesota played them so tough all year, and yesterday’s Game 
1 was exactly the sort of loss you’d expect to show up in one of those 
“They’ve got our number” type of series. 

But let’s not panic. Marc-Andre Fleury looked phenomenal, and the 
Knights still have the edge on paper. I had them ranked first a week ago 
(when it looked like they’d finish first and avoid the Wild). Dropping them 
out of the top five would feel like an overreaction to one close game. But 
if they lose tomorrow, yeah, I’m out. 

3. Tampa Bay Lightning — The Panthers look scary, but the Lightning 
looked like a team that can handle scary. The one big worry heading into 
the postseason was health, as we wondered if Nikita Kucherov would 
have any rust in his first game back. Yeah, I’d say he’s fine. That could 
make all the difference because Tampa played a sloppy game that they 
won’t be happy with and still beat a very good opponent on the road. 
They’re absolutely going to have their hands full in this round, but that 
might just make them mad. 

2. Carolina Hurricanes — For the record, I think tonight feels like a 
classic “The underdog wins Game 1, everyone freaks out, and then the 
favorite wins the series in five” scenario to me. Don’t say you weren’t 
warned. Beyond that, you know where I’m at with these guys: Bring the 
chaos. 

Anyway, the Hurricanes move up to number two just based on the fact 
that the Lightning and Panthers are apparently going to spend seven 
games just completely obliterating each other. 

1. Colorado Avalanche — They’re just too good. They’re stacked with 
talent, they’re mostly healthy, and they finished strong. And the big one: 
They outdueled the Knights for the top spot, meaning they avoid the 
Wild. Dom has them as the biggest Cup favorites of the last decade by a 
mile, and while I’m not sure I’d go that far, I’m also not completely sure I 
wouldn’t. 

To state the obvious: A 38 percent shot to win is still a 62 percent shot to 
fail; that’s what being the overwhelming favorite looks like in the parity 
era. But we don’t need to overthink this. The Avs are the best bet to win it 
all. 

Not ranked: Your favorite non-playoff team – They were 17th. Thanks for 
reading, and we’ll see you next season. 
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The Athletic / Angles, hands, wingspan … work: How Auston Matthews 
became the best goal scorer of his generation' 

 

By James Mirtle  

 

There’s a reason many NHL goaltenders now train their eyes before 
games. 

You may have even seen them doing the exercises on the bench, with 
Winnipeg Jets star Connor Hellebuyck, the reigning Vezina Trophy 
winner, the most obvious example. 

While that looks bizarre, what goalies see — and don’t see — can be 
more vital than even a good glove hand or sound positioning when 
attempting to make a save. In a sport where the puck is often coming at 
them at nearly 100 mph, netminders need to zero in on as many of the 
signs as possible that a shot might be coming. 

Shooters typically have tells — a dipped shoulder, a shift of the leg or a 
twitch of their stick blade. Know the tell, goalies say, and you might be 
able to react in time. 

Wait to see the puck actually leave the stick? 

“Zero chance,” says Craig Anderson, an 18-year NHL veteran now with 
the Washington Capitals. “Biomechanically and scientifically, it’s 
impossible. The human body does not react quick enough from the time 
the puck leaves the stick to the time it’s in the net. You have to pick up on 
the (shooter’s) cues if you have any chance of stopping the shot.” 

That, in a nutshell, is why Auston Matthews poses such a problem. 

The 23-year-old Maple Leafs star has run away with the NHL’s goal-
scoring title this season. Despite playing through a wrist injury that didn’t 
allow him to grip his stick properly for long stretches of the year, 
Matthews piled up 41 goals in 52 games, a performance that ranks 
among the best in recent league history. 

In fact, adjusted for era, his season sits 14th in a list of the greatest goal-
scoring seasons in the last 90 years. 

Matthews’ claim as the best goal scorer of his generation extends 
beyond this season. He leads the NHL in scoring over the past three 
seasons, with a remarkable 125 goals in 190 games, the equivalent of 
54-goal pace over a full season. The past two years, meanwhile, he has 
32 percent more even-strength goals than Alex Ovechkin, who sits 
second in that stat leaguewide. 

If Matthews continues on his current trajectory – where he is improving 
each season to the point he is scoring nearly 0.80 goals per game as he 
enters his prime – the gap will only widen. 

According to multiple NHL goaltenders surveyed by The Athletic, the 
biggest difference between Matthews and other top shooters they face is 
they don’t know where he is going to put the puck. More troublingly, they 
often don’t even know when he is going to shoot it. 

That’s why you’ll sometimes see a goaltender who is not angry or 
frustrated after Matthews scores but merely confused. 

But if Matthews isn’t overpowering goalies with the hardest or most 
accurate shots, what is so special and unique about what he is doing? 
And if his biggest asset is merely deception, how has he — as a young 
player in the league — become the very best at it? 

To hear some tell it, he has found a way to expand the net, a skill he has 
developed through years of careful planning, preparation and practice. 

And it might just be the start of something new for a league that has been 
searching for more offense since the days of Gretzky and Lemieux. 

The swing coach 

Matthews became a hockey player in a non-traditional way in the non-
traditional environment of Scottsdale, Ariz. He learned on tiny 3-on-3 
rinks and received unorthodox training for years, including not playing on 
expensive travel clubs like many of the area’s top players. 

The result was a unique short-area game — the ability to stickhandle out 
of anything, essentially — which has allowed him to hold onto the puck 
and get into prime scoring areas again and again in the NHL. 

All of those opportunities to shoot the puck gave him many, many 
chances to perfect the art. But he needed some help. 

Matthews first met skills coach Darryl Belfry when he was a teenager. 
Then with the U.S. National Team Development Program, Matthews was 
a client of CAA, and the agency had partnered with Belfry to provide skill 
development guidance to some of its rising stars. 

Seven years later, Belfry is on staff with the Leafs as a player 
development consultant. One of his biggest projects has been to work 
with Matthews on his shot, in much the same way a swing coach would 
fine tune a PGA Tour golfer’s swing. 

The differences between a golf swing and shooting a hockey puck are 
myriad. A hockey player is balanced on skates on ice while moving 
rapidly and being pursued and checked by opponents. There’s also a 
very large opponent clad in enormous pads guarding a very small 4-by-6-
foot opening where the player is attempting to deposit their shot. 

There are no goalies to beat on a golf course. 

Those extra layers of complexity make refining an NHL shooter’s 
technique difficult. What a player can do in a practice setting, 
unmolested, is often far different from what’s possible in game situations. 

But over the past several years, Belfry has pushed Matthews to build, 
and then rebuild, his shooting mechanics, a process that has been more 
of a collaboration than a teacher-student relationship. 

Together, they have studied the way goaltenders get “set” to make saves 
and tried to find ways to counter their techniques. They have analyzed 
every shot he attempted in games — which can be as many as 15 a 
night — and picked apart those that were unsuccessful. Then they have 
tried to account for “the misses” by coming up with things Matthews could 
have done differently. 

Their work is often visible at Leafs practice, where teammates — like 
captain John Tavares, in the case of the video below — might join in. 
Belfry is in the corner, passing the puck. 

For those who have watched it unfold over the years, it’s become a 
fascinating partnership. And it’s one of the secrets behind Matthews’ 
Rocket Richard Trophy-winning campaign this season. 

“It’s a unique relationship,” says Brian Matthews, Auston’s father. 
“They’re like two heavyweights, with the utmost respect for each other, in 
a fight. After all these years, it feels like they’re in Round 39. 

“I’ve seen Papi (Auston’s nickname) come off the ice pissed and 
frustrated he couldn’t master a new concept Darryl threw at him. Then 
the next day, he’s mastered it and Darryl’s skating off the ice shaking his 
head, wondering where to take the new skill and how he can push the 
envelope that much more.” 

Brian Matthews says that some of what they work on is “exploring new 
territory and concepts no one has even contemplated yet.” 

But how does one reinvent how to shoot a puck? 

A chess match within the game 

Belfry was not available for an interview for this story, as the Leafs do not 
permit staff to do interviews. But other skills coaches — in what’s 
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become a small, competitive and increasingly important industry in the 
sport — were able to shed some light on how this business of rebuilding 
a player’s shot takes place. 

It’s important, first of all, to think of scoring a goal in the NHL like a bit of 
a complex guessing game. Or, perhaps more appropriately, a chess 
match. 

But let’s back up a step for a short history lesson. The entire need for a 
shooting coach stems from the fact that goaltenders have been in an 
arms race with shooters for three decades now, going back to when 
Patrick Roy revolutionized the position with the butterfly style in the late 
1980s. 

For most of that time, the goalies have been winning. 

NHL goaltenders are trained by highly specialized goalie coaches to be 
experts at knowing and playing angles. They don’t play the angles that 
they see with their eyes — or even the ones that the shooters see when 
they’re coming down on them in net. 

Instead, they spend decades learning to play the angles that the puck 
itself “sees” from its place on the ice. 

The above image — from a goaltending training video put together by St. 
Louis Blues goalie coach David Alexander — is a good example of how 
well a modern pro hockey goalie covers the net from the perspective of 
the puck. All it takes to stop a blistering shot from this position is for the 
goalie to shrug his glove hands, covering the remaining open net up high. 

No NHL goaltender is allowing a goal this position. 

The way shooters have attempted to counteract this positioning is to get 
goalies moving. The best way to do that is to get them unset by 
generating pre-shot movement to change the angle of their shots. 

The best way to do that is to either (a) pass the puck to a teammate who 
can place it in the net behind the goalie or (b) move the puck around with 
their stick in such a way that it changes the shot’s trajectory. 

These aren’t brand new concepts or skills. One-timers are almost as old 
as hockey itself. And here’s Los Angeles Kings veteran Dustin Brown 
demonstrating how to change the angle on a wrist shot way back in 
2014. 

Where Matthews has been able to innovate further is with his ability to 
shift the angle of his shots to an extreme degree, turning his forays into 
the offensive zone into a sort of geometry equation. 

More than how hard or accurately he shoots a puck — and he can do 
both, when required — what makes him so difficult for goalies to stop is 
his ability to generate a lot of pre-shot movement combined with a lack of 
tells. 

Those are skills he has honed over the past five years with Belfry. 
Matthews has spent countless hours perfecting the ability to shoot in 
hundreds of different ways, including from in tight to his feet, leading with 
either his left or right leg, with his skates pointing in a different direction 
from the net, in the middle of a stickhandle, and many other odd 
combinations. 

Matthews has also learned to skate on diagonals through the offensive 
zone — which is why you’ll sometimes see him skating away from the 
play before a goal — as a way of opening up different angles to shoot 
from, especially when he’s anticipating a pass from linemate Mitch 
Marner, one of the best playmakers in the game. 

Matthews’ ability to fire the puck quickly, with power and accuracy, from 
all of those different positions while also not showing his hand to 
goaltenders is not something any other shooter in the NHL is doing 
consistently. 

“Shooting (in the NHL) is about the ability to set up for the shot,” explains 
Dan Ninkovich, a Greater Toronto Area-based skills coach who trains top 
players like Taylor Hall and the Hughes brothers, Quinn and Jack. “The 
setup is far more important than the release. 

“Any guy can rip a puck. But creating shooting lanes, by experience, and 
by design? It’s all about that.” 

To envision what Ninkovich is talking about, picture that image of the 
goaltender above covering the entire net but shift the puck’s view to the 
left or right by four or five feet. That is, in effect, what Matthews is doing 
when he has the puck or when he’s about to receive it from a teammate 
before taking a shot. 

The visual below is taken from an Ontario minor hockey training guide for 
shooters. It offers one example of the optical illusion that exists between 
what the puck “sees” and what the player sees. 

What Matthews often attempts — using his ability to change angles while 
disguising his intention to shoot — is to get the puck into the open blue 
area that a goaltender believes they have covered while “set” in the 
butterfly position. 

Even some of his most experienced Leafs teammates admit they are 
impressed with how Matthews has been able to combine and apply 
multiple difficult techniques learned in practice to game situations. 

To date, they haven’t been able to do the same, despite similar 
instruction from Belfry and tips from Matthews. 

“The way he incorporates his feet in his shooting is probably better than 
anyone in the game,” Jason Spezza says, calling Matthews’ two-
footedness second to none in the NHL. “He generates force by moving 
his feet — and he shoots off both feet. He shoots off his feet planted, but 
at different times, the left foot is ahead of the right foot and at other times 
the right foot is ahead of the left foot. The constant change really keeps 
the goalie on edge. 

“It’s something I marvel at every day … I’ve watched him, observed it, 
and I do it in practice, and I have some success with it. But in a game, 
I’m so engrained to sticking to the stuff that’s worked. I haven’t been able 
to implement it as much as I’d like. If it’s something you can do 
instinctively, like he does, it’s tricky for a goalie. Boy, it’s gotta be hard.” 

Goalies concur: It is. 

“The more options he has, the more things as a goalie you have to look 
at, and the more chances you have to be fooled,” Anderson says of 
Matthews’ lack of a tell when it comes to which leg he will shoot off of. 
“That’s definitely an issue with a guy that can do that. Auston’s the first.” 

Flyers veteran James van Riemsdyk played with Matthews during his first 
two seasons in Toronto. A goal scorer himself, with 264 in nearly 800 
NHL games, van Riemsdyk has built his career on finding unique ways to 
put the puck in the net and learning from those around him. 

What’s impressed him the most about Matthews to date is that he has 
continued to improve exponentially, even after scoring 40 goals in his 
rookie season four years ago. 

Van Riemsdyk calls Matthews’ drive and attention to detail “better than 
pretty much anyone else I’ve ever seen” during his 12 years in the 
league. 

“You have a shot like he has and then you have the wherewithal to add a 
shot off the other leg, to be more deceptive? It’s hard to want to do that 
just because of how much success he already had doing things a certain 
way,” van Riemsdyk says. “It just shows his commitment to really 
maximizing his potential. That’s a great example of thinking of a few 
steps down the road and about how he can keep getting better. 

“The rate he’s scored goals to start his career is pretty insane. And he 
keeps pushing that envelope every year and finding ways to score more 
goals.” 

Van Riemsdyk chuckled, recalling their conversations when they sat next 
to each other in the Leafs dressing room. 

“He’s never satisfied,” he said. “It’s pretty impressive to see.” 
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That commitment to the continual refinement of all these various tactics 
is what has made Matthews the most versatile shooter in the NHL. This 
season alone he has scored his 41 goals on wrist shots, snap shots, one-
timers, backhands, breakaway dekes, tip-ins, redirections and 
wraparounds. 

The breadth of that arsenal has made him one of the toughest tests, 
even for goalies who have faced him again and again this season in the 
North Division. 

“A lot of guys get in certain positions and have scored certain goals on 
certain sides of the net or certain angles, and when they get the puck, 
they tend to go back to those tendencies,” explains Canadiens 
goaltender Jake Allen, who has been beaten by Matthews six times in his 
career, including five times in five different games this season. “Matthews 
is an open book. He does what he feels. He’s not as easy to read or easy 
to understand as most players.” 

“If they show you one thing and do the complete opposite, that’s the 
ability to trick the goalie,” says Anderson, who Matthews has beaten 12 
times in his career. “Auston’s got that. He’s on the top of his game for 
deception.” 

Is Matthews a sign of things to come? 

As Matthews has continued to pile up goals this season, NHL skills 
coaches, shooters and goaltenders have had a running debate behind 
the scenes about what his success means. 

Is Matthews ushering in a new generation of super shooters who lack 
tells and can beat goalies in a variety of ways? Or is he merely a super 
freak, a one-off like Eric Lindros or Dominik Hasek who is doing things 
that will be impossible to fully duplicate? 

What’s true is that part of what allows Matthews to score the way he 
does is his unique physiology. At 6-foot-3 and 210 pounds, he has a 
frame and a strength that is uncommon for someone with his level of 
agility and finesse. Few big men possess his hands and hand-eye 
coordination. 

On top of that, Matthews wingspan is nearly 6-foot-9, which allows him to 
corral pucks a long way from his body, even while using a short — and 
basically unremarkable — stick. His size, meanwhile, gives him enough 
strength to generate flex on the stick even at odd angles, like when the 
puck is in his feet, which makes him even more deceptive. 

“He’s the perfect hockey player build,” Ninkovich says. “Tall with a low 
center of gravity. Long, long arms. Big overall but a small torso.” 

Meanwhile, Matthews’ intensive off-season regimen with new trainer Ian 
Mack allowed him to deploy his body in unusual ways in order to pull off 
some of his new maneuvers, including those that call for his lower body 
and upper body to act completely independently. 

For most NHL players, the act of shooting means they stop shifting their 
lower body position. Not Matthews. 

“We wanted to increase his mobility,” Mack says of the work they did, 
comparing what Matthews tries to do on the ice to the contortions of a 
gymnast or baseball pitcher. “(He needs) to be able to disassociate his 
joints so he can turn, and still stay stable with his lower body, lined up 
with his upper body, and keep those two parts of his body doing separate 
things, and then put them all together when he shoots. 

“That’s exactly what we wanted to do. We’re super excited it translated to 
the ice.” 

A few NHL stars like the Avalanche’s Nathan MacKinnon have started to 
emulate some of Matthews’ techniques, with some degree of success. 
But even someone as gifted as MacKinnon needs to have his own 
approach to the concepts in order to make them his own. 

“We all take stuff from each other,” Spezza says. “But there’s certain 
subtleties everybody has on different plays and moves that are harder to 

replicate than most. You can watch Auston shoot as much as you want, 
but what he does day after day after day, it’s pretty impressive.” 

Van Riemsdyk isn’t sure anyone will be able to replicate exactly what 
Matthews is doing, given his remarkable work ethic and talent. He has 
tried, to some extent, while keeping in touch with his former teammate in 
order to share thoughts on innovations in equipment and training. 

Van Riemsdyk believes Matthews’ ascent could be part of what’s needed 
to help tip the scales in the direction of shooters after so much 
advancement in goaltending since the high-scoring 1980s. 

The use of a dedicated skills coach is becoming more and more 
prevalent and, in Matthews’ case, it has allowed him to find something 
new and unique. 

Replicating his success with Belfry is going to be a growing focus for 
shooters and their skills coaches across the league in the years to come. 

“More and more guys are putting a lot more detailed, individualized work 
into their game,” van Riemsdyk says. “That’ll probably lead to more 
offense (in the NHL). 

“With how much better the goalies are now, it’s almost impossible (to 
beat them on an uncontested shot). What Auston’s doing — beating the 
goalies when they’re set, on a clean shot — that’s really hard to do now. 
The fact that he’s been able to do that has been pretty insane and crazy 
to look at. 

“He’s definitely a unicorn.” 
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The Athletic / ‘The biggest transformation I’ve ever seen in an elite 
player’: How Connor McDavid took the next step 
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Connor McDavid left the Edmonton playoff bubble last August frustrated 
and annoyed. The Oilers had been the top-seeded team in the Western 
Conference’s play-in series, skating on their home ice, and still were 
bounced by a Chicago Blackhawks team that really had no business 
being there. 

McDavid hadn’t played terribly, by any means. He had nine points in four 
games, including one of the most dazzling goals of the postseason. But 
the result was a quick out that left him facing questions and feeling he 
had more to give. 

So he also left the bubble with a chip on his shoulder the size of a hockey 
puck, determined to take the next step in his career for the benefit of the 
team he captains. 

And, no, that didn’t mean adding offence on top of offence, even if that’s 
been what’s gotten the most attention in the historic season that’s 
followed. 

Instead, defensive play was McDavid’s major focal point. He watched 
hours of clips of his efforts in the defensive zone and then compared it to 
video of the NHL’s best defensive players, past and present — the types 
of players who regularly go on long playoff runs and hoist the Stanley 
Cup. That’s what he wants. He knew he had to change. 

“I had a conversation with him this summer that I wish I could have tape-
recorded for every young player that’s ever going to play the game of 
hockey,” says assistant coach Glen Gulutzan, the former Stars and 
Flames bench boss who has overseen Edmonton forwards the past three 
seasons. 
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McDavid laid it all out for Gulutzan, how he would make himself better 
and how that would make Oilers more suited for postseason success — 
his primary concern. The NHL’s best player’s plan was to overhaul his 
game damn near entirely. 

“All the top players in the league, they’re out there against tough 
matchups every night and you can’t be a liability,” McDavid says. “That 
was the next step for our group.” 

McDavid wanted the Oilers coaching staff to pick apart his two-way game 
and show him where he wasn’t up to snuff.  He demanded it. And he took 
all constructive criticism head-on. 

“In this league, there’s perception of what people do — and then there’s 
reality. This is reality,” Gulutzan says. “One hundred percent 
accountability. He didn’t try to squirm out of one thing. He took it all. He 
took the whole thing.” 

Adds veteran winger Alex Chiasson: “When you’ve got the best player on 
your team — your captain — doing that stuff, it’s contagious.” 

The work he put in on rounding out his game has been every bit as 
evident as his scoring, on the ice and in the stats. Whether watching from 
up close or afar, you can notice how much more dialled in McDavid is to 
the finer details. And the analytics show that he’s become a positive 
defensive player when it comes to both expected goals against and shot-
attempt differential (Corsi against) per 60 minutes for the first time in his 
career, according to Evolving-Hockey. 

McDavid has always been one to work on his game. This change, 
though, is different. For him to get to this point has taken time. 

Plenty of coaches over the years have worked with McDavid on his 
defensive approach — as they would for any player — but the appetite 
for this offseason’s changes came from within. As Gulutzan explains: 
“That was Connor-driven.” 

Ken Hitchcock, who had already coached 1,536 NHL games when he 
took over from Todd McLellan as the Oilers head coach in November 
2018, says McDavid bought into what he was selling almost immediately. 
His biggest asks were that McDavid stay inside the dots and face the 
play. 

Hitchcock was replaced by Dave Tippett in the 2019 offseason but has 
continued to watch McDavid’s evolution. He compares his transformation 
this season to how offensive stars Mike Modano and Steve Yzerman — 
star forwards Hitchcock coached and game-planned against — shifted to 
become better all-around players and subsequently won championships. 

“That’s what happens when players decide they can get to another level 
by augmenting the game of checking (in the defensive zone) into their 
offensive opportunities,” Hitchcock says. “And then I think what the 
players find out is that they even get more opportunities then than they 
had before.” 

As Hitchcock suggests, McDavid’s offensive production has only 
increased with his stronger attention to defence. He just put the finishing 
touches on one of the greatest scoring regular seasons in NHL history. 

That alone would be worth noting for any other player. The amplified 
defensive side has taken McDavid’s game to a whole new level. It may 
not put him in the Selke Trophy running, but it only adds to his air-tight 
case for the Hart Trophy as the most valuable player to his team. 

The Modano and Yzerman comparisons might not be strong enough. 

“It’s probably the biggest transformation I’ve ever seen in an elite player,” 
Gulutzan says. 

And, to a connoisseur of the game like Gulutzan or Hitchcock, that has 
nothing to do with the stat sheet. Where do they see the payoff for the 
film study, shifting focus and offseason work? 

Gulutzan provided five examples. 

Stopping on pucks and being underneath the play 

McDavid was previously the type of player known in coaching parlance 
as a “circler,” Gulutzan says. 

He was usually in constant motion in the defensive zone and often it 
wouldn’t be to the benefit of defending. His tendency was to cheat for 
offence, which wasn’t typically necessary for someone with his next-level 
speed and anticipation skills. 

“You can’t just be in motion all the time,” McDavid says. “I would get 
caught swinging away or by pucks.” 

That was then. This is now. 

“He holds this position on the ice longer than he did when he first came 
into the league,” Hitchcock says. “That’s allowed him to be even more 
effective.” 

That’s precisely what he does here. 

With the two Oilers and two Canadiens fighting for the puck behind the 
net — and Darnell Nurse and Tomas Tatar inching continuously closer — 
McDavid gives Tatar a little cross-check while still maintaining his place 
in front. 

The puck juts free and McDavid is there to corral it. He sends winger 
Jesse Puljujarvi in on a breakaway, which results in a goal — an 
insurance marker late in the third. 

As the clip shows, paying attention to game situations is an area 
McDavid has really improved. Up 2-1 late, he was standing his ground. 
Reverse the situation and he’d be more likely to fly the zone at the first 
glimpse there might be a change in possession. 

“Sometimes the clock is the best coach,” Gulutzan says. 

Here, McDavid is one of the deepest Oilers in the defensive zone as 
Toronto rearguard Jake Muzzin falls, resulting in a change in possession. 

McDavid’s first instinct is to jump into the rush and turn an Edmonton 3-
on-2 into an even more advantageous 4-on-2. He takes a few hard 
strides before peeling back since a sudden turnover by a teammate could 
create a last-second golden opportunity for the Leafs with the score tied. 

It’s even more apparent in this clip, and this example also feeds directly 
into the next topic. 

Again, the score is knotted, even though there are still a few minutes left 
in the first period. McDavid could fly the zone; he sees winger Kailer 
Yamamoto hurry to check Senators defenceman Thomas Chabot. 
Instead, he stops up, holds his ice, is available to receive a pass and 
plays a key role in starting the rush. 

“There’s a lot of times where he would skate by things, almost 
anticipating what’s going on there,” Oilers coach Dave Tippett says. “And 
now he’s stopping to make sure things are taken care of in his own end.” 

Supporting his defencemen 

This is a continuation of the previous point. Being in a better position for 
longer helps the two blueliners on the ice in a couple of ways. 

The first is that he’s able to provide backup if his teammates suddenly 
become outnumbered or are losing a battle for a contested puck. 

“He makes sure the job gets done before he goes off to do something 
else,” Tippett says. 

Here, Jets centre Mark Scheifele barrels into Ethan Bear, briefly knocking 
the puck free. McDavid, in the slot and in perfect position, bolts down to 
grab the puck and slide it over to Nurse, which allows the Oilers to 
quickly break out of their zone. 

Within seconds, McDavid and Puljujarvi use their speed to push by the 
Jets defence and create a prime scoring chance. 

Again, we see a similar play. 
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Bear contains Maple Leafs winger Alex Galchenyuk and McDavid 
swoops in to pick up the puck and get it past a charging Alexander 
Kerfoot and out of harm’s way. 

McDavid’s quick thinking leads to an Oilers rush and shot on goal. 

The second way McDavid aids his blueliners is by being available for a 
quick breakout pass, especially when they’re in trouble. 

“He’s making himself a great outlet all the time,” Hitchcock says. 

This play could easily go unnoticed because McDavid doesn’t get the 
puck, though it does eventually lead to a clear chance for him at the other 
end. 

As Nurse reverses the puck to partner Tyson Barrie to alleviate pressure 
from two Senators forecheckers, McDavid — who was there in support 
— gets in position and gives Barrie a passing option. 

Engaging more in battles 

McDavid took part in battles for pucks before, but never like this. As 
Chiasson pointed out during the Montreal series in April, McDavid’s 
determination to chase and fight for pucks in the offensive zone has 
reached another gear. 

It’s even more apparent in his own end of the rink. 

Gulutzan says McDavid was more prone to skating away from opponents 
in the defensive zone in the past, simply hoping the puck would squirt 
free and he could transition to what he does best. 

This season, that’s seldom the case. 

“He doesn’t wait to get the puck. He goes and gets the puck,” Hitchcock 
says. “He doesn’t wait for it to pop loose. He goes and digs it out and 
works to get it. 

“The biggest thing I see now is Connor plays a game where he’s willing 
to fight for space rather than look for space.” 

Here, the Senators’ Nick Paul flips the puck into the corner and is 
confronted by Oilers blueliner Kris Russell. 

McDavid tries to pry the puck out of the scrum before becoming 
particularly assertive when Chris Tierney enters the fray. McDavid gives 
him a cross-check and then staples him against the boards as soon as 
he touches the puck, allowing the Oilers to gain control. 

The next clip is probably even more telling. 

The Oilers fail to clear the zone and McDavid is at the blue line having 
pressured Leafs defenceman Morgan Rielly. Bear has trouble getting the 
puck by John Tavares, who then knocks him over with a check. That 
allows Zach Hyman to gain possession, but McDavid is on him right 
away and presses him against the boards. 

McDavid contains Hyman, one of the best forechecking and board 
players in the league, until Bear can regain control of the puck and move 
it ahead to Ryan Nugent-Hopkins. 

Aggressive backchecking 

There’s backchecking — and then there’s what Gulutzan calls “over-
backchecking,” which has been a more common occurrence for McDavid 
this season. 

It might not sound ideal. But make no mistake, it is. 

Gulutzan uses the term to explain how much more often McDavid tracks 
opposing forwards down near the red line rather than getting to them by 
the time they’ve gained the Edmonton zone. 

“He’s using his speed to hunt down people in the neutral zone,” Gulutzan 
says. 

This determined backtracking by McDavid either creates a turnover or 
forces an opponent to dump the puck in rather than cross the blue line 
with possession. Advantage Edmonton. 

That’s exactly what happens here. 

Hyman picks up the puck at the hashmarks along the boards in the 
Toronto zone and pushes it ahead as he skates up ice. McDavid makes 
a beeline for him and catches him by the red line. 

All Auston Matthews can do when he gets the puck is flip it into the 
Edmonton zone. 

McDavid isn’t nearly as aggressive in this clip — you can see him gliding 
— although the puck had already been chipped in and it’s a 2-on-2 
situation. 

As soon as he senses trouble, though, McDavid immediately gets to the 
Oilers net to negate a golden opportunity for the Senators. The puck 
quickly gets out of the zone as three Oilers skate ahead. 

Improving his faceoff work 

The importance of winning faceoffs seems to have been devalued by 
some in the analytics community, but starting with the puck as often as 
possible still matters to coaches. 

Gulutzan is quick to point out that McDavid has increased winning 
percentage on draws, which he won 49.5 percent of this season — up 
from a previous best of 47.8 percent last season. 

It’s something McDavid made a “conscious effort to improve,” Gulutzan 
says. 

Sportsnet’s Elliotte Friedman reported earlier this season that McDavid 
spent part of the offseason getting instruction from former Oilers centre 
and assistant coach Keith Acton and his son, Will, another ex-Oiler. 

McDavid watched every one of his faceoffs from the 2019-20 campaign 
during the offseason. He also studied the tendencies of centres he’d be 
lining up against in the Canadian division, according to assistant coach 
Brian Wiseman — the Oilers’ eye in the sky whose responsibilities 
include faceoff work. 

It’s a skill McDavid works on almost daily. His technique has improved, 
Wiseman says, in all facets — strong and weak side, against righties and 
lefties. 

“He’s carried it throughout the whole season,” Wiseman says. 

Leon Draisaitl still takes more of the faceoffs when the two superstars 
play together. He’s taken 246 faceoffs on the power play compared to 
just 14 for McDavid. But there are times when McDavid has spelled his 
more proficient teammate at even strength. McDavid has been 
Edmonton’s second-best and second-most-replied-upon faceoff man this 
season. 

“It’s not surprising that you see that continued growth,” Wiseman says. 
“He’s intrinsically motivated to be the best.” 

McDavid is having a season for the ages. He recorded a point on 105 of 
the Oilers’ 183 regular-season goals. That’s 57.38 percent, which broke 
Mario Lemieux’s previous NHL record of factoring into 57.35 percent of a 
team’s goals, set with the 1988-89 Penguins. 

McDavid does something truly amazing almost every night he plays. And 
his contributions go far beyond goals, assists or points to his coach. 

“Connor’s taken his game to a different level this year,” Tippett says. 
“Connor’s game all over the ice, not just offensively, has been really 
strong.” 

The transformation began right after the Oilers lost to the Blackhawks in 
four games last August in their best-of-five series. Such a result wasn’t 
good enough. 
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It started with a commitment he made to himself, one that didn’t need any 
coaxing, and one he’s followed up with on the ice. 

“You don’t have to drill it in his head at all,” Tippett says. “He wants to 
win. He recognizes that’s what you have to do to win. 

“He really dug in. He had the mindset that he was going to try to be better 
all over the ice, and he’s done a good job of it this year.” 
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Sportsnet.ca / Stanley Cup Playoffs Takeaways: Landeskog leads by 
example 

The Hockey Night in Canada panel discuss what Colorado Avalanche 
captain Gabriel Landeskog did early in Game 1 to set the tone for a 4-1 
win over the St. Louis Blues and more. 

 

Mike Johnston May 18, 2021, 2:36 AM 

 

Gabriel Landeskog is regarded as an elite leader in the NHL and the 
Colorado Avalanche captain put it on full display in Game 1 against the 
St. Louis Blues. 

Landeskog set the tone for his team early when he dropped the gloves 
with Brayden Schenn as a response to a hit Schenn laid on Mikko 
Rantanen. The winger later helped set up Nathan MacKinnon’s first of 
the post-season and midway through the second period he tipped in a 
MacKinnon shot to extend his team’s third-period lead. 

That’s a Gordie Howe hat trick if you’re keeping score at home. 

Remaining Time -1:07 

Landeskog makes Schenn pay for dirty hit on Rantanen 

He capped off the night with another assist on MacKinnon’s empty netter 
and the Avs took home the 4-1 win. 

How many times in years past have we seen captains galvanize their 
teammates during a Stanley Cup run? Yes, it’s just one game, though 
Landeskog sent a message to the Blues and the rest of the league with a 
statement game like Monday's. 

Marchand steps up for Bruins, breaks Orr’s iconic record 

It’s not often a Boston Bruins player gets to say they broke a record set 
by Bobby Orr, but Brad Marchand did just that Monday in Game 2 
against the Washington Capitals when he scored the overtime winner to 
tie the series. 

Marchand’s goal came at the 39-second mark of the first overtime period, 
setting a new Bruins franchise record for quickest overtime playoff goal. 
Marchand beat the previous record by one second. 

Orr’s record had stood for 51 years and one week. If you’re wondering, 
yes, Orr set the old record with that goal. 

No player has more playoff points since 2016-17 than Marchand and he’s 
a threat every time he’s on the ice. Game 2 had plenty of extracurricular 
activity and Marchand was predictably in the middle of a lot of it but he 
never completely crossed the line and his coach appreciated it. 

“I think he wanted to drag us into the fight and we needed it,” Bruce 
Cassidy said of Marchand’s performance. “I think he's matured enough 
now to not take himself out of the game. Maybe that would have been a 
game in the past he would've let it get to him and he wouldn't have been 
an effective player, but he found his game and certainly a big part of the 
win with the overtime winner.” 

Preds can’t weather the Storm Surge 

The Carolina Hurricanes were heavily favoured to beat the Nashville 
Predators in their Central Division series and for good reason. Carolina 
went 6-2-0 against Nashville this season, outscoring them 24-17 and 
Game 1 went largely as expected. 

Filip Forsberg opened the scoring with a goal almost as nifty as his 
moustache yet overall the Predators simply couldn’t match the output of 
the Hurricanes and that could become the story of the series. 

The Hurricanes outshot the Preds 38-24 and fed off the energy at PNC 
Arena that had a crowd of roughly 12,000 waving rally towels and 
cheering boisterously throughout. 

Even Forsberg’s franchise-leading 27th-career playoff goal couldn’t 
silence the crowd for very long as Teuvo Teravainen scored for Carolina 
less than 90 seconds later. 

The Preds kept it close for 40 minutes but Carolina's pressure was 
unrelenting in the third period and they ended up scoring three more 
goals to become the first team in the 2021 Stanley Cup Playoffs to win a 
game by more than one goal. 

The players saluted the fans following the game with the team’s first 
playoff Storm Surge. 

Remaining Time -0:59 

Hurricanes salute fans in first ever playoff Storm Surge 

Binnington stands on his head 

Jordan Binnington was outstanding for the Blues in a losing effort and it 
looks like he’ll be the Blues’ best chance at pulling off a come-from-
behind series upset over the Presidents’ Trophy winners. 

The fiery netminder, who even tried to confront Philipp Grubauer after the 
final horn sounded, struggled at times in the middle of regular season. 
Despite some relatively underwhelming stats, the 27-year-old closed out 
the season on a 6-0-3 run and was dialled in against the up-tempo Avs in 
Game 1. 

He made 46 saves, including this one where he summoned his inner 
Dominik Hasek to rob Rantanen on a 2-on-0. 

Remaining Time -0:37 

Binnington sprawls out to rob Rantanen on 2-on-0 scoring chance 

Binnington won all 16 games for the Blues on their 2019 Cup run and if 
can turn in more performances like Monday's then this series might last 
longer than expected – especially if the Blues can get back some 
reinforcements like leading scorer David Perron. 
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Sportsnet.ca / Stanley Cup Playoffs takeaways: Kucherov return sparks 
Lightning 

How Kucherov gave his team the edge in Panthers-Lightning series 

 

Mike Johnston May 17, 2021, 1:27 AM 

 

You weren’t expecting a bunch of blowouts were you? 

The 2021 Stanley Cup Playoffs got underway this weekend with three of 
the first four games requiring overtime and the other being a heated 
back-and-forth one-goal thriller between state rivals. 

Yep. It’s definitely the post-season, folks. 
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The Capitals downed the Bruins 3-2 in OT in the lone game on Saturday, 
but three series got underway Sunday and each got progressively more 
entertaining as the day went on. 

Sunday’s action concluded with the first playoff game between the 
Florida Panthers and defending Cup champion Tampa Bay Lightning and 
oh boy did it ever live up to and exceed the hype. 

The main storyline prior to puck drop was the return of Lightning stars 
Steven Stamkos and Nikita Kucherov. Stamkos had been dealing with a 
lower-body injury since early April, while Kucherov missed the entire 
regular season after undergoing off-season hip surgery. 

The 2019 Hart Trophy winner and 2020’s playoff points leader hadn’t 
seen NHL game action since Game 6 of the Stanley Cup Final last year. 

“I have to adjust real quick and try to slow down the game as much as I 
can and use the skill in my head to think the game and make those plays 
and adjust to the speed as the series goes on,” Kucherov recently said 
when discussing his season debut. “Hopefully it's not going to take long.” 

It didn’t very take long at all for the 27-year-old to remind the hockey 
world he is just as dangerous as he was the last time we saw him. 

Remaining Time -1:50 

Kucherov led all Lightning forwards with 19:21 of ice time, scored two 
second-period power-play goals and added an assist thanks to a lovely 
slap pass that set up Brayden Point’s first of two third-period tallies in the 
Lightning's 5-4 win. 

The Lightning have a pick-your-poison man advantage with Kucherov 
and Stamkos in the lineup. When Kucherov is down low on his off-wing, 
he’s deadly both shooting and passing. Teams know it, yet they can’t 
stop it, and all three of the winger’s points Sunday were generated from 
the same spot on the ice. 

Kucherov is now tied with his compatriot Alex Ovechkin for the most 
playoff goals since the 2013-14 season. If the Lightning power play 
keeps clicking like it did in Game 1, Kucherov might leapfrog Ovechkin 
later this week. 

Fleury’s heroics deserved better result 

Sure, low-scoring games can be boring. Game 1 between the Vegas 
Golden Knights and Minnesota Wild certainly was not. It was terrific, 
prototypical playoff hockey highlighted by two outstanding goalie 
performances. 

Peter DeBoer’s decision to start Marc-Andre Fleury in Game 1 was the 
right call and it became more and more apparent with each 10-bell save 
Fleury made. The three-time Stanley Cup champion went 9-0-0 to close 
out the regular season and that momentum had yet to subside heading 
into Sunday. 

Some of the saves Fleury made in Game 1 were jaw dropping. 

Remaining Time -1:31 

Talbot outduels Fleury, Point the hero for Lightning in Game 1 

“It’s disappointing we couldn’t get the win, couldn’t score one goal for 
him,” Golden Knights captain Mark Stone said of his goalie’s effort 
following the 1-0 loss. “There were times where I think we cheated a little 
bit on offence because we were getting a bit frustrated and that’s on us, 
but Flower did a great job to kind of bail us out in the third period. They 
had some good chances to end it before they did but I don’t expect 
anything different. He plays great for us every night.” 

He had no chance on the OT winner, though, as a Joel Eriksson Ek shot 
took a deflection off a sliding Alec Martinez and slid past a helpless 
Fleury. 

As well as Fleury played, he couldn’t outperform Cam Talbot in the 
opposing net. The Wild netminder stopped all 42 shots he faced and held 

his team in the game when Vegas peppered him with 20 shots in the first 
period alone. 

Talbot also benefitted from 23 blocked shots from his teammates, which 
speaks to how Vegas carried the play for the majority of the game. In 
fact, only five Wild skaters failed to register a blocked shot. 

“I think we had quite a few looks,” Stone said. “Our power play had some 
chances to score. We just got to bear down. I think we were kinda getting 
jammed up a bit. They get plenty of guys in front of their net to try to 
block shots. We’ve got to find a way to break them down a bit.” 

Stone went on to suggest if the Wild are keen on clogging up shooting, 
then Vegas “can get our D ripping some more pucks if they want to block 
shots.” 

Game 2 takes place Tuesday and regardless of how many goals are 
scored we can’t wait. 

Jarry’s glove side, Trotz’s system a clear issue for Penguins 

The Pittsburgh Penguins are no doubt having flashbacks of a couple 
seasons ago when Barry Trotz and the New York Islanders swept them. 

Tristan Jarry made his second career playoff start Sunday and made 37 
saves. Pens coach Mike Sullivan said after his team’s 4-3 OT loss, 
“Tristan made some big saves throughout the course of the game,” 
however his glove side was repeatedly exploited by the Isles. All four 
Islanders goals were scored on Jarry’s left side, three of which were up 
high, including the dagger from Kyle Palmieri. 

Since joining the Islanders, Trotz is 4-0 in series when his team wins 
Game 1. 

Pittsburgh’s other goalie Casey DeSmith is dealing with an upper-body 
injury and his immediate status for Game 2 is unknown. This means 
there’s added pressure on Jarry to right the ship. 
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TSN.CA / Matthews ‘extremely motivated’ to build on special season 

Auston Matthews has been a model of consistency during an explosive 
regular season, so it’s understandable that the Maple Leafs’ No. 1 centre 
is eager to get back to work and stay in a rhythm in the postseason, Mark 
Masters writes. 

 

By Mark Masters 

 

TSN Toronto Reporter Mark Masters reports on the Maple Leafs, who 
practised at Ford Performance Centre on Monday. Game 1 of Toronto's 
first-round playoff series against the Montreal Canadiens is Thursday 
night at Scotiabank Arena. 

The longest point drought Auston Matthews experienced this year was 
three games. It happened just once, in early March, after he returned 
from a wrist injury. The Leafs centre was a model of consistency during 
an explosive regular season, which saw him lead the NHL with 41 goals.  

So, you can understand why Matthews is eager to get back to work and 
stay in a rhythm. For now, though, he and the rest of the Leafs can only 
watch the Stanley Cup playoffs.  

"It kind of gets you anxious to get going," Matthews admitted. "It's 
Monday and we still got three more days until we're playing. I don't mind 
watching, but sometimes when you're watching you really just want to be 
out there and it kind [of] sucks sitting around." 
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The Leafs and Canadiens won't play until Thursday, making it the last 
series to get underway.  

Toronto has made the playoffs in all five seasons since drafting Matthews 
first overall in 2016, but the team has not won a series in that time.  

"Everybody in this locker room is extremely motivated," Matthews said. 
"Whether it's from last year, disappointments over the last couple years, 
there should be no shortage of guys in this room who are extremely 
motivated to make a difference and fight through it."  

Matthews will have to fight through a big, physical Montreal blue line. The 
Canadiens led the NHL in hits and will do everything they can to disrupt 
Toronto's top line of Matthews, Mitch Marner and Zach Hyman.  

"We need to move our feet and shoot the puck and try to get to the net," 
Matthews said. "Those things will be important. They're pretty big and 
like to be physical and keep you away from the net so we got to make 
sure we're battling for positioning and getting there and making it hard for 
their goalie." 

Up front, the Canadiens will try and get Phillip Danault and Brendan 
Gallagher out against Matthews as much as possible.  

"They play really well in all three zones and they make it difficult," 
Matthews said. "They don't really turn pucks over. They work extremely 
hard so you got to make sure you're in good positions all over the ice." 

Danault  played 73 minutes and 38 seconds against Matthews at five-on-
five this season with the Habs outshooting the Leafs 77-62 in that time. 
The Leafs did own a 3-2 edge in goals.  

"He's solid," Matthews said. "He does everything really well on both sides 
of the puck. He's good in the faceoff circle. A pretty underrated guy, in my 
opinion, as far two-way centres go in the NHL. He's a really, really solid 
player." 

Matthews recorded a point in all 10 games against the Canadiens this 
season, finishing with seven goals and seven assists. Overall, Matthews 
has 19 goals and 31 points in 24 career games against Montreal. This is, 
clearly, a rivalry he relishes. 

"It's kind of like RedSox-Yankees," the Arizona native said. "Two fan 
bases and organizations with rich histories in this league over the last 
100-plus years so it's pretty incredible." 

Matthews looking to carry offensive production into the playoffs 

After putting together one of the greatest offensive seasons in franchise 
history, Auston Matthews can't wait for the playoffs to begin. Matthews 
led the NHL with 41 goals, and will look to carry that production in the 
games that matter most. TSN's Mark Masters has more. 

--- 

How will the Leafs handle things if the Canadiens try and turn this series 
into an ultra-physical affair with some nastiness mixed in?  

"Just keep playing and play through it," said coach Sheldon Keefe. "We 
have to be physical ourselves. Playoff hockey demands that. Montreal is 
right up there with the most physical teams in the NHL ... We played 
against them 10 times. It is not entirely new for us. We know what to 
expect. At the same time, playoffs are going to bring out a higher level of 
physicality to everybody, including ourselves, and we are more than 
prepared for that." 

"We got to be ready for a physical series, no matter what," said 
defenceman Jake Muzzin. "And I think we need to be more physical. But, 
we got to stay composed and play our game. We can't get off track and 
try to run around and do all this crazy stuff." 

Toronto is better suited for the playoff grind this year having added 
Wayne Simmonds, Joe Thornton and Zach Bogosian in the off-season 
and Nick Foligno at the trade deadline.  

"It's a little more well-rounded," said Muzzin of his team. "We brought in 
some guys who are a little grittier, some veteran guys who have been 
around and seen some stuff, and the young guys have learned."  

Leafs ready for Habs to bring on physical play: 'This is what the playoffs 
are like' 

The Canadiens led the NHL in hits and it's safe to assume that they will 
try and make it a physical series against the Maple Leafs. So how is 
Toronto planning to combat that style of play? WIlliam Nylander says it's 
important to stick to your game and stand up for yourself if needed but 
knows it's all apart of playoff hockey. 

--- 

After returning to practice in a red no-contact sweater on Sunday, 
Bogosian skated in a regular sweater on Monday.  

"A positive step," said Keefe. "We have a day off tomorrow and then 
another practice day. It will be part of his progression. He is not quite 
there yet, from what I am told, but obviously the more reps he gets, he is 
going to get even closer. We are certainly expecting him to be available 
in this series." 

Bogosian, who has been sidelined since sustaining a shoulder injury on 
April 20, led all Leafs defencemen in hits per 60 minutes this season and 
was a steadying presence on the third pair and penalty kill.  

"He's going to come in and be a big, physical guy for us with box outs 
[and being] strong in the corners and on guys," noted Muzzin. "He's a 
good leader in the room." 

    Bogosian has been medically cleared. Leafs blueline is in good shape 
health wise. 

    — Darren Dreger (@DarrenDreger) May 17, 2021 

--- 

For the first time since being traded to Toronto, Riley Nash spoke to the 
media. The 32-year-old centre has been sidelined with a knee sprain 
since April 4 and will be making his Leafs debut in the playoffs.  

"Definitely unique," he said of the situation. "I'm just trying to get 
acclimated as fast as possible." 

Nash has been skating on the third line with Alex Kerfoot and Ilya 
Mikheyev.  

Toronto's style of play is much different than what Nash was used to in 
Columbus.  

"They make a lot of possession plays," Nash said. "Coming out of their 
own zone, the D do a really good job of beating the forecheck, skating 
through pressure, finding the guy available whether it be the low centre 
or winger. Coming through the neutral zone, our team in Columbus did a 
lot of dump and chase or chip and chase and tip it in and go get it and it 
seems like they make a lot more possession plays here whether it be 
changing sides through the neutral zone or trying to find lanes, chipping it 
to speed. It seems like they always have two or three guys close in 
support and ready for the puck at all times. Definitely going to be a little 
bit weird and not as natural to begin with."  

Nash has been on the team that eliminated the Leafs in two of the last 
three seasons, but says the experiences with Boston in 2018 and 
Columbus in 2020 were quite different.  

"From the series with Boston to last year, they were a lot harder 
compete-wise," Nash observed. "I thought their top guys were pretty darn 
good last year." 

Nash pointed out that the Jackets benefited from a shorter best-of-five 
format in the bubble last summer while the Leafs were still trying to get 
up to speed.    
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"This year, it seems like the team is firing on almost all cylinders and has 
that momentum going into the playoffs and knows where their game's at 
rather than trying to find it in a quick five-game series," Nash said.  

Leafs Ice Chips: Nash meets the media; Thornton keeps things loose 

Riley Nash spoke to the media for the first time since being traded from 
the Blue Jackets to the Maple Leafs and he noted that his goal is to get 
acclimated to his new team as soon as possible but his teammate in 
Columbus Nick Foligno has been helpful in his transition. Mark Masters 
has more on Nash's move and a lighter moment in practice from veteran 
Joe Thornton. 

--- 

Defenceman Ben Hutton has been absent from the last two practices.  

"He has a non-COVID medical situation that our staff is monitoring," 
Keefe said. "It's not hockey related. That is all I have for now. He is going 
to be off the ice for the next little bit here before he goes through more 
testing." 

Acquired at the trade deadline from Anaheim, Hutton has played four 
games with the Leafs.  

--- 

Lines at Monday's Leafs practice:  

Hyman - Matthews - Marner 

Foligno - Tavares - Nylander 

Mikheyev - Nash - Kerfoot 

Thornton - Spezza - Simmonds  

Galchenyuk, Engvall, Brooks 

Malgin 

Rielly - Brodie 

Muzzin - Holl 

Sandin - Dermott 

Hollowell - Bogosian 

Campbell 

Andersen 

Rittich  

Power-play units at Monday's Leafs practice:  

5-on-4 

Sandin  

Matthews - Thornton - Marner  

Hyman 

Rielly  

Spezza - Tavares - Nylander  

Simmonds 

5-on-3  

Matthews - Nylander  

Marner - Hyman - tavares  

Sandin - Rielly  

Thornton - Simmonds - Spezza  

Six-on-five units at Monday's Leafs practice:  

Sandin, Marner, Matthews, Nylander, Tavares, Hyman  

Rielly, Spezza, Kerfoot, Foligno, Thornton, Simmonds 
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TSN.CA / Nash excited to finally make his Leafs debut 

A knee injury has kept the veteran defensive specialist out of Toronto’s 
lineup since he was acquired from Columbus in early April, Kristen 
Shilton writes. 

 

By Kristen Shilton 

 

TORONTO — When Riley Nash saw his phone light up, he knew a trade 
was coming. 

The former Columbus Blue Jacket was out to lunch with his wife and 
newborn in early April when Blue Jackets’ general manager Jarmo 
Kekalainen's number appeared. Nash was newly injured, set to be 
sidelined four to six weeks by a knee sprain, but Kekalainen confirmed 
Nash was on the move to Toronto in exchange for a conditional seventh-
round draft pick in 2021.  

Thanks to his injury, the 32-year-old centre’s Leafs debut has had to wait 
until Game 1 of Toronto's first-round playoff series against the Montreal 
Canadiens on Thursday.  

It’s been another strange chapter in a strange season, but Nash is 
looking forward to what’s next.  

“We were a little bit stunned at first [by the trade],” Nash told reporters on 
Monday. “It's definitely unique [being hurt] at the same time, and not 
something I've been through before. But I’m very excited, and once you 
let it set in, and you realize that you're [with] a franchise like Toronto and 
the success they've had and the buildup they've had in recent years, you 
turn into a little kid again about the excitement of what lies ahead.” 

It was a long road for Nash just to get involved with his new organization. 
After coming up to Toronto from Columbus, Nash quarantined for seven 
days, and then the Leafs left on a 10-day road trip out west. 

When the team returned, Nash had to quarantine again as a precaution 
due to a COVID-19 outbreak with the American Hockey League’s 
Toronto Marlies.  

All told, it took over three weeks for Nash to even meet most of his 
teammates. But even under those circumstances, the Leafs worked hard 
to make him feel at home. And Nash found ways to make use of the 
extra downtime.  

“[Everyone] has really gone above and beyond,” he said. “It's kind of 
blown my mind how seamless everything runs here. I'm just trying to get 
acclimated as fast as possible. Since I've been injured I've been able to 
watch some games, see their style of play, see the little differences from 
what our system was in Columbus, and just try and get my mindset and 
my thinking on the same page as what they're thinking about in their 
system.” 

Toronto is the fourth team Nash has played for in his 10-year career, so 
he does have some experience in picking up new things. He’s just never 
had to start out with a team in the postseason. 

Coach Sheldon Keefe has Nash slotted onto the Leafs’ third line, 
centering Alex Kerfoot and Ilya Mikheyev. Nash has been a defensive 
specialist throughout his career, acting as a shutdown forward while 
posting 172 points in 578 games. Keefe is counting on that veteran 
experience to carry Nash through any growing pains, and Nash admits 
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leaning on his linemates has been key to navigating the nuances of 
Toronto’s structure.  

“In Columbus, we did a lot of dump and chase and it seems like [the 
Leafs] make a lot more possession plays,” he said. “Whether it be 
changing sides through the neutral zone or trying to find lanes. It's 
definitely going to be a little bit weird and not as natural to begin. Just 
relying on [my linemates] now and asking them [questions] and getting 
their feedback and just kind of adapting on the fly.” 

While Nash is prepared to help the Leafs on their next playoff run, he has 
also played a role in ousting Toronto from the postseason in recent 
years.  

Back in 2017-18, Nash was part of the Boston Bruins club that defeated 
the Leafs in Game 7 of their first-round series. And then last summer, 
Nash and the Blue Jackets sent Toronto packing in a five-game 
qualifying-round series. 

Nash doesn’t think the Leafs were able to show their best in the NHL’s 
playoff tournament though, and felt they were building towards something 
better.  

“The bounces can go one way or the other, and you can't quite establish 
what you want [in a shortened round] like in a full seven-game series,” 
Nash said of the Leafs' bubble loss.  

“I did definitely notice that they worked a lot harder compete-wise [than in 
2017-18]. I thought their top guys were pretty darn good last year. I think 
last year is just a really unique case and this year seems like the team's 
firing on all cylinders and knows where their game is at instead of trying 
to find it in a quick five-game series.” 

Now it’s Nash trying to tap into his best game before an important 
opening-round series against Montreal. One constant Nash has relished 
having these last couple months is Nick Foligno, who was traded from 
Columbus to Toronto right after Nash.  

The two became close while playing for the Blue Jackets, and when 
Nash heard rumours Foligno might be on the move as well, he hoped 
Toronto would reel him in.  

That turned out to be the case, and together they’ll get back to chasing 
an elusive Stanley Cup title.  

“[We thought] it would be the greatest thing if we got to end up [in the 
same place] and fortunately, we did,” Nash said. “It’s unique to look at 
the last year and where we are and what our goals were at the start of 
this season with Columbus. It's the way things play out. This is the 
business of it, but we're not getting any younger, so having an 
opportunity like this, you don't want to let it slide. So it's fun to have a 
good friend like that along for the ride.” 

TSN.CA LOADED: 05.18.2021 

1213418 Websites 

 

TSN.CA / Canadiens face mighty challenge in containing Matthews 

What will the Montreal Canadiens do against the Auston Matthews line? 
Matthews torched the North Division all season long, his remarkable 41 
goals giving him an easy path to his first Rocket Richard Trophy. 

 

By Travis Yost 

 

What will the Montreal Canadiens do against the Auston Matthews line? 

In many ways, it resembles the question for the Winnipeg Jets and their 
Connor McDavid problem. Matthews torched the North Division all 

season long, his remarkable 41 goals giving him an easy path to his first 
Rocket Richard Trophy. 

The Canadiens dealt with the Maple Leafs 10 times this year, spanning 
two different head coaches in Claude Julien and Dominique Ducharme. 
Montreal won just three of those games, and were 11 goals in the red in 
the process. 

Distressingly in the case of this matchup, the Canadiens, whose core 
strength remains their ability to control the pace of play at even strength 
– the team was second in the National Hockey League in shot differential 
this year (54.3 per cent Corsi%) – were seven goals worse than the 
Maple Leafs over 500 minutes played. 

The Matthews line in particular gave the Canadiens problems. The teams 
traded shots with Matthews on the ice, but expected goals and actual 
goals came in substantially higher at even strength: 

One of the challenges with Matthews – and his line more broadly – is 
they tend to not only generate heavy offensive volume, but also have the 
requisite shooters to turn those scoring chances into goals. It’s a deadly 
combination and one of the biggest reasons the Maple Leafs were tied 
for third in the league when it came to even-strength scoring (3.0 goals 
per 60 minutes of play). 

If you look at Toronto’s offensive shot profile with Matthews on the ice 
(HockeyViz), it’s easy to see why they were so electric. The low slot and 
areas between the circles were ripe for shooting opportunities, with 
common wingers like Mitch Marner and Zach Hyman playmaking all over 
the ice – a powder keg when you have a player with Matthews’ shooting 
talent: 

Looking at the regular-season series data, it’s clear the Canadiens 
endeavoured to do two things: keep the third pairing away from the 
Toronto top line as much as practical, and get the Phillip Danault line out 
against Matthews as much as possible. Danault anchors a critical 
Canadiens line, and he’s generally armed with wingers Brendan 
Gallagher and Tomas Tatar. 

Both Danault and Gallagher were full participants in practice on 
Saturday, and should be ready to draw in for Game 1. This group may 
not be the most effective at slowing down a player the calibre of 
Matthews (and really, who is?), but it’s perhaps the best personnel 
grouping the Canadiens have for that line of work. On a good day, that 
line can turbo-charge itself into extended offensive zone shifts with heavy 
cycling and board work, which at least should take some meaningful 
puck possession time away from the Matthews line. 

From a defensive standpoint, the Canadiens certainly have questions. 
Shea Weber was noticeably absent from practice over the weekend, but 
reports indicate he will be ready to play the opener. That’s good news for 
a Montreal team that desperately needs two capable pairings to throw at 
the vaunted Toronto attack. 

Joel Edmundson and Jeff Petry both strung together respectable 
numbers against the Matthews line this season; Weber’s pairing didn’t 
fare as well in the goal department, but these three were at least capable 
of owning the puck for periods of time against the Matthews line. That’s 
always the best defence against lethal scoring lines: 

Ultimately the Montreal coaching staff is going to need a lionhearted 
effort across the board, with extreme emphasis on limiting Toronto’s 
attack to one-and-done scenarios. The Canadiens are a very game and 
talented team, but they drew into a very difficult matchup against one of 
the deadliest even- strength teams in the league. 

But if we know one thing about this series, it’s that Montreal won’t be 
backing down anytime soon. 
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