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NHL free-agency tiers: Ranking the top 90 (plus) players 

By Greg Wyshynski  

There are two major factors that will shape NHL free agency 
when it officially begins on July 28. 

The first takes place a week before the market opens for 
business: the Seattle Kraken expansion draft, in which every 
team not named the Vegas Golden Knights offers up a 
player to the NHL's 32nd team on July 21. In turn, the 
Kraken will open up salary cap space for many of those 
teams, and will open up even more as a landing spot for 
veteran players whose contracts teams want to shed -- 
sacrificing draft picks and prospects in order to do so. 

"People are looking at Seattle as the Swiss bank. I don't 
think [GM] Ron Francis will totally be that, but he'll take some 
contracts on," one NHL agent told ESPN this week. 

The other factor is the flat salary cap, which will be stuck at 
$81.5 million for the second straight season due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic's effect on revenue. 

Some agents are optimistic that the cap will be on the rise 
after the 2021-22 season. One said the NHL could eclipse 
the $4.8 billion threshold for hockey-related revenue next 
season, which would allow the cap to increase by $1 million 
each season until the players' escrow balance is paid off. 
Another anticipated "one more cycle of this" before the cap 
starts growing again. 

But for now, it's a flat cap, coming after a regular season in 
which teams lost considerable revenue playing in empty or 
nearly empty arenas. 

Some general managers we spoke with believe this free-
agent market will look like last offseason's, with a lack of 
long-term deals and stagnant salaries for midlevel talents. 

"I think it's going to be the same. I don't see how it changes. 
Teams still have cap issues. There's only so much money 
that can go around," said one NHL general manager. 

Others believe there will be an uptick in activity. 

"I feel it will be more active. Teams have had time to set up 
for the flat cap. Expansion concerns will be over by free 
agency," said another NHL general manager, who predicted 
the player pool could once again increase with teams 
walking away from players instead of giving them qualifying 
offers. 

"It will be a busy free-agent period, due to expansion as well 
as the flat cap," said another GM. "There will be a group of 
players that will always get their money, but there will be a 
group of players that will have to be smart in regards to 
where they fit into the market, or they could get squeezed out 
with few options." 

That's how the agents see it too. "The market is going to be 
tight. The players that you expect to get their money will get 
it, and everyone else will get squeezed," said one agent. 

One other factor worth considering: the big names potentially 
available via trade, including Buffalo Sabres center Jack 
Eichel (with a contract that pays him $10 million in average 
annual value) and Columbus Blue Jackets defenseman Seth 
Jones ($5.4 million AAV). That's going to impact whom 
teams are seeking to sign, and how much they have leftover 
to do so. 

What does the current NHL free-agent market look like? 
Here's a tiered guide to the players available this offseason: 

Note: Players are arranged in alphabetical order within each 
tier. Ages listed are as of June 22, 2021. 

Tier 1: The best bets 

Tyson Barrie, D, Edmonton Oilers 

Age: 29 
2021 cap hit: $3.75 million 

Barrie signed a one-year contract with the Oilers in order to 
juice his offensive numbers and mend his reputation as a 
puck-moving defenseman. Mission accomplished: With 48 
points in 56 games, Barrie led all NHL defenseman in 
scoring. He scored 23 of those points on the power play. Will 
teams see this as merely a product of the "Connor & Leon 
Show," or will Barrie find the long-term deal he's seeking as 
a free agent? And can he find it in Edmonton? 

Philipp Grubauer, G, Colorado Avalanche 

Age: 29 
2021 cap hit: $3,333,333 

The Avalanche goalie certainly played for a contract this 
season: He won 30 of his 40 appearances, going 30-9-1 with 
a .922 save percentage, a 1.95 goals-against average and a 
league-high seven shutouts. His .914 save percentage in the 
playoffs wasn't stellar, but he also wasn't reason the Avs 
peaced out in Round 2. The first-time Vezina Trophy finalist 
is going to get paid. It's hard to imagine the Avalanche not 
doing the paying, unless they've got another option up their 
sleeve that can repeat the performance of this known 
quantity. The six-year, $6 million AAV deal Jordan 
Binnington landed with the Blues would seem the likeliest 
comparable contract. 

Taylor Hall, LW, Boston Bruins 

Age: 29 
2021 cap hit: $8 million 

Turns out, Taylor Hall played the free-agent market pretty 
well last offseason. The pandemic flat cap unexpectedly 
reduced his options, especially for the long-term contract he 
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was seeking, so he took a large sum of money in exchange 
for one year with the Buffalo Sabres and full trade protection. 
The Sabres stunk, and he used that protection to nudge 
them toward a trade with a franchise with whom he's long 
desired to play: the Boston Bruins. He had a successful 
audition with 14 points in 16 regular-season games and 
scoring more playoff goals (3) than anyone not on the 
"Perfection Line." He wants to remain in Boston. If the Bruins 
want another run with their veteran core, one assumes that's 
where he'll stay, but nothing's signed yet. 

Dougie Hamilton, D Carolina Hurricanes 

Age: 28 
2021 cap hit: $5.75 million 

The Hurricanes have given their top offensive defenseman 
permission to find the contract he feels he's due in free 
agency, potentially setting up a sign-and-trade on an eight-
year deal. We chronicled some of the potential landing spots 
for Hamilton -- from the Blackhawks to the Kraken to the 
Maple Leafs -- but don't count out Carolina here. The 
Hurricanes like Hamilton, and he knows it's a good situation 
for him in Raleigh. But both sides know that some big offers 
could come in for a blueliner who's as good at playing the 
puck (42 points in 55 games) as he is helping his team 
possess the puck -- Hamilton has had a positive Corsi 
relative to his teammates in every season of his nine-year 
career. 

Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, C, Edmonton Oilers 

Age: 28 
2021 cap hit: $6 million 

It wasn't the strongest season for the Nuge, whose points 
per 60 minutes rate dropped under two points (1.9) for the 
first time in four years. There have been reports that the 
Oilers and Nugent-Hopkins are working on a new deal; there 
have also been reports that their financial offers are below 
expectations for the talented two-way center, who could 
command interest in the free-agent market as a 
quintessential No. 2 center on a good team -- with the ability 
to play wing as well. 

Alec Martinez, D, Vegas Golden Knights 

Age: 33 
2021 cap hit: $4 million 

Martinez just completed a six-year deal that he signed in 
2014 as a member of the Los Angeles Kings. He has been 
one of the NHL's better defensive defensemen -- his 8.42 
blocked shots per 60 minutes was the best in the league this 
season. But he's a point producer too, with 32 points in 53 
games this season. An ideal co-star for a top-pairing 
defenseman, including those on the Golden Knights, he'll be 
34 years old at the start of next season and there are a lot of 
miles on those tires between his 660 regular-season games 
and multiple deep playoff runs. But two of those runs (so far) 
resulted in a Stanley Cup ring, which always adds a few 
more dollars to the free-agent bounty. 

Brandon Saad, LW, Colorado Avalanche 

Age: 28 
2021 cap hit: $6 million 

There's some speculation that Saad's future with the 
Avalanche could be tied to Gabriel Landeskog's future with 
the team, i.e. if the captain re-signs, they might not have 
much left over for what Saad commands. If he hits the 
market, he'll be a coveted left wing: Saad is a consistent goal 
scorer who drives possession and can play up and down the 
lineup effectively. 

Tier 2: The best value 

Blake Coleman, LW/RW, Tampa Bay Lightning 

Age: 29 
2021 cap hit: $1.8 million 

Attention to all of those contending teams seeking a "Blake 
Coleman type" for their bottom-six forwards after the 
Lightning's playoff success: Why buy generic when you can 
have the genuine article? Coleman is a speedy winger who's 
good for 20 goals per season, can solidify a checking line 
and is an asset to the penalty kill. He won't lack suitors, and 
will get a considerable raise. 

Phillip Danault, C, Montreal Canadiens 

Age: 28 
2021 cap hit: $3,083,333 

Danault is having a stellar postseason. He's playing 
shutdown hockey on the biggest stage of the season and he 
finished sixth in the Selke Trophy voting for the second 
straight season. He didn't have a strong offensive season 
(24 points in 53 games), but that was after two straight 
seasons averaging over 2.3 points per 60 minutes at 5-on-5. 
It's easy to see a team throwing some money at him as a 
third-line center and instant defensive fix. 

Mikael Granlund, C/RW, Nashville Predators 

Age: 29 
2021 cap hit: $3.75 million 

The Predators forward would be an asset for any numbers of 
teams looking to ratchet up the compete level of their top 
lines, but he does so much more. As Predators coach John 
Hynes summarized after the season: "He's extremely 
reliable, consistent. He's durable. He shows up every night. 
He practices hard. Very coachable. He can play in all 
situations. He can play wing, center. Very good penalty killer, 
can play multiple positions on the power play. You need to 
have guys like that to win, because he maximizes what his 
potential is." 

Mattias Janmark, LW, Vegas Golden Knights 

Age: 28 
2021 cap hit: $2.25 million 

A "Swiss Army Knife" forward, as he has a multitude of 
functions. He can score. He can defend. He can play up the 
lineup with offensive talents, or down the lineup in a depth 
role. The Knights acquired him on a retained salary trade 
with Chicago, and he's likely a luxury they can't afford going 
forward. But his versatility will be an asset for someone else 
next season. 
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Adam Larsson, D, Edmonton Oilers 

Age: 28 
2021 cap hit: $4,166,666 

If the Oilers can't work out a deal with the centerpiece from 
the Taylor Hall trade, other teams would be smart to pounce 
on the 6-foot-3 Swede. He's a classic defensive defenseman 
who plays a tough game, both suppresses and blocks shots, 
and gives quality minutes on the penalty kill. Ideally, given 
the state of Edmonton's back end -- it doesn't have anything 
resembling Larsson on the right side if he leaves -- the Oilers 
would want him back, even after a brief playoff performance 
that was notable for his gaffes. Larsson has now played over 
600 games, mostly with the Oilers in their top four. Finding 
the right term is going to be tricky, as the NHL has seen its 
share of defensive D-men hit a sharp decline past 30 years 
old. 

Jamie Oleksiak, D, Dallas Stars 

Age: 28 
2021 cap hit: $2,137,500 

The Stars love the 6-foot-6 defenseman, especially as a 
partner for young star Miro Heiskanen, and held on to him 
though the trade deadline despite a lot of interest from other 
teams. That interest is only going to increase if he hits the 
market. He can play 20 minutes per game in a top-four role 
and kills penalties. Assuming that interest, will Oleksiak's 
new deal get a little too rich for the Stars? 

Corey Perry, RW, Montreal Canadiens 

Age: 36 
2021 cap hit: $750,000 

The new Pat Maroon? Perry has left everything on the ice 
(including his blood) for the Dallas Stars and the Montreal 
Canadiens in the past two postseasons. Another one-year, 
league-minimum contract with a contender seems likely if he 
wants to continue his career. The question is whether that 
contract comes during the free-agent frenzy or during 
training camp after teams see what their rosters look like. 

David Savard, D, Tampa Bay Lightning 

Age: 30 
2021 cap hit: $4,250,000 

A steady presence for the Lightning and the Blue Jackets 
this season, Savard played well with the spotlight on him in 
during the postseason. He has some offensive upside on his 
résumé, but his value is as a defensive defenseman and 
especially on the penalty kill. Given Tampa's salary cap 
situation, this seems like a straight rental. It's a crowded 
market for guys with his skill set, but he's on the top end of 
them. 

Linus Ullmark, G, Buffalo Sabres 

Age: 27 
2021 cap hit: $2.6 million 

The Sabres would like to re-sign Ullmark, who has played 
effectively for them in the past two seasons -- when he has 
played. Ullmark's health is a consideration for any team that 
wants to sign the talented Swede, but he could help shore up 
someone's goaltending tandem. 

Tier 3: The boom-or-busts 

Chris Driedger, G, Florida Panthers 

Age: 27 
2021 cap hit: $850,000 

Driedger is a tough goalie to figure out. He was a revelation 
in his fifth NHL season, going 14-6-3 with a .927 save 
percentage and a 2.07 goals-against average. With Sergei 
Bobrovsky's immovable contract and rookie Spencer Knight 
having arrived, there's no room for him with the Panthers. 
Does another team see him as a late-blooming solution in 
goal, a "No. 1-A" to rotate with an incumbent, or a one-hit 
wonder who's not worth a long-term investment? One 
possible landing spot: Seattle, where the Kraken could sign 
him and make him their selection from the Panthers. 

Mike Hoffman, RW, St. Louis Blues 

Age: 31 
2021 cap hit: $4 million 

Hoffman was what the Blues knew he was when they signed 
him to a one-year deal: a goal scorer (17 in 52 games) who 
excels on the power play (17 points, second on the team) but 
whose defense was lacking to the point where coach Craig 
Berube limited him to 15 minutes per game and made him a 
healthy scratch at times. His best run in the season was 
when the Blues needed it the most, helping them make the 
playoffs. Was that enough to earn another look in St. Louis, 
or is Hoffman on to his third team in three seasons? 

Zach Hyman, LW, Toronto Maple Leafs 

Age: 29 
2021 cap hit: $2.25 million 

The expectation is that unless Hyman is willing to take a 
steep hometown discount, his days with the Leafs are 
numbered. He could command a contract in the 
neighborhood of six years and $6 million annually on the 
open market. Toronto's probably not going there for the 29-
year-old forward, given its cap complications -- and frankly, 
Auston Matthews and Mitchell Marner should be the ones 
elevating their winger, not the other way around. Hyman is a 
solid 5-on-5 player who kills penalties, and his performance 
as a top-line winger can't be underestimated. He's going to 
help someone. 

Brandon Montour, D, Florida Panthers 

Age: 27 
2021 cap hit: $3.85 million 

The theory from GM Bill Zito in acquiring Montour from the 
Sabres was that a change in scenery would do wonders for 
him. That it did: He was a plus-8 in 12 regular-season games 
and helped drive possession in the postseason. Before three 
tough years in Buffalo, Montour was seen as a strong 
offensive defenseman with some obvious defensive holes on 
his game. It'll be interesting see whether the stint in Florida 
helped rewrite his story. 

Petr Mrazek, G, Carolina Hurricanes 

Age: 29 
2021 cap hit: $3.125 million 
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The Hurricanes' most frequent starting goalie for the last 
three seasons, he can be effective (23.3 goals saved above 
average over the last two seasons) when he's in the lineup ... 
which he wasn't too often this past season, as injuries limited 
him to 12 games. 

Ryan Murray, D, New Jersey Devils 

Age: 27 
2021 cap hit: $4.6 million 

Murray was solid if unspectacular this season for the Devils, 
playing well in his own end while having the ability to move 
the puck along to the offensive players. The market for this 
kind of defenseman is so robust that someone could end up 
with a nice short-term bargain in Murray. 

Kyle Palmieri, RW, New York Islanders 

Age: 30 
2021 cap hit: $4.65 million 

What a difference a postseason makes. After scoring eight 
goals in 34 games with the Devils and two goals in his first 
17 games as an Islander, he scored seven goals in his first 
15 games in the playoffs. This season broke a streak of five 
seasons in which Palmieri played to a 20-goal pace. While 
he's got some miles on him, Palmieri can be an effective 
winger on a scoring line on both ends of the ice. 

Mike Reilly, D, Boston Bruins 

Age: 27 
2021 cap hit: $1.5 million 

Few players saw their stock rocket up after the trade 
deadline like Reilly did, as he fit snugly on the Bruins' blue 
line and had eight points in 15 games. If the price is right, the 
Bruins could explore keeping the puck-moving defenseman 
around. But given his play, and his penchant to help drive 
possession, he could help someone's blue line and power-
play depth. 

Tomas Tatar, LW/RW, Montreal Canadiens 

Age: 30 
2021 cap hit: $5.3 million 

While Tatar played well on a line with Brendan Gallagher and 
fellow free agent Phillip Danault, his age and salary likely 
mean his days in Montreal are numbered. Tatar is a play-
driving winger who averaged 3.0 points per 60 minutes at 
even strength in 2019-20, before his numbers dipped this 
season. "Tuna" is a 20-goal threat in the regular season ... 
but his postseason numbers might have potential contenders 
thinking twice about him, with just five points in his past 23 
postseason games. 

Tier 4: The rickety investments 

Frederik Andersen, G, Toronto Maple Leafs 

Age: 31 
2021 cap hit: $5 million 

All indications are that the five-season relationship between 
Andersen and the Leafs is at an end, due to his salary ($5 
million against the cap) and two straight seasons of 
diminishing returns. But it's probably also time for Andersen 

to move on, too. As one of the only established starters on 
the open market, he'll attract a lot of interest, perhaps from 
Eastern Conference rivals like Pittsburgh, Washington and 
Carolina, who sought a trade for him before the season. 

Zdeno Chara, D, Washington Capitals 

Age: 44 
2021 cap hit: $1.525 million 

Chara said he's going to discuss his future in the NHL with 
his family before making a decision on returning for 2021-22, 
which would be his 24th season. He had five points in 55 
games last season with Washington, playing 18:19 per 
game. He might have lost a step, but he was far from 
unrespectable. "After those conversations, I'm going to 
probably let those emotions settle in and see where I'm at," 
he said. 

Nick Foligno, LW, Toronto Maple Leafs 

Age: 33 
2021 cap hit: $5.5 million 

An injury foiled the plans for both the Leafs and Foligno to 
have him be a postseason difference-maker. Reportedly, he 
wants to remain with Toronto, and at the right price for a 
player turning 34 in October that could make sense. But his 
shooting percentage has dipped under 10% in two straight 
seasons and he isn't driving play like he once did. Foligno 
brings grit and undeniable intangibles, though. 

Travis Hamonic, D, Vancouver Canucks 

Age: 30 
2021 cap hit: $1.25 million 

Since 2017, Hamonic's spot in the NHL has been determined 
by geography, with a stated desire to play in Western 
Canada. Sportsnet reported that the defensive defenseman 
is willing to consider all options after his one-year deal with 
the Canucks this season. That doesn't take Vancouver out of 
the running, but it does open up the marketplace for a strong 
20 minute-per-game blueliner. 

Niklas Hjalmarsson, D, Arizona Coyotes 

Age: 34 
2021 cap hit: $5 million 

Remember when the Hammer was considered among the 
NHL's elite defensive defensemen? That was probably 
overstated at the time, but age and injuries have really 
dragged his stock down in his four seasons with the Coyotes, 
putting him at a sub-replacement level in the past two 
campaigns. Might be worth a look as a third-pairing shot-
blocker. 

Antti Raanta, G, Arizona Coyotes 

Age: 32 
2021 cap hit: $4.25 million 

On the one hand, Raanta is 21st in the NHL in goals saved 
above average over the past three seasons (31). On the 
other hand, he has played only 57 games in those three 
seasons, ranking him 54th among all goaltenders. That's 
Raanta in a nutshell: He can be fantastic when he plays, but 
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he's been limited to just 12 games in two of the past three 
seasons. 

Wayne Simmonds, LW, Toronto Maple Leafs 

Age: 32 
2021 cap hit: $1.5 million 

Simmonds had a resurgent year in a depth role on the Leafs 
for 38 games, with a strong puck-possession season, good 
power-play work and some much-needed physicality. But he 
was sub-replacement level (minus-2.5 goals scored above 
average), thanks mostly to his nonexistent point production 
at 5-on-5. He would be open to coming back to Toronto, but 
given what happened with the Leafs in the playoffs, one 
assumes changes are afoot and they'll begin in the team's 
depth departments. 

Paul Stastny, C, Winnipeg Jets 

Age: 35 
2021 cap hit: $6.5 million 

The vibe from Stastny after a solid season playing several 
roles for the Jets was that he likes the fit and wouldn't mind 
remaining in Winnipeg, where he feels "wanted." The 
question is how much of a haircut he's willing to take from 
that cap hit on his last deal. As a point of reference, his 
actual salary this season was $5.5 million. If things don't 
work out, he could be a good veteran to have on hand on a 
one-year deal for a contending team. 

Jaden Schwartz, LW, St. Louis Blues 

Age: 29 
2021 cap hit: $5.35 million 

When asked about Schwartz after the season, Blues GM 
Doug Armstrong said Schwartz indicated earlier in the year 
that he was willing to wait on talks. "He was going through a 
lot of things personally, and now we have until the end of 
July to figure out if this relationship is going to continue," said 
the hard-negotiating GM. The Blues have over $17 million in 
open cap space. Will they want to dedicate enough of it to 
Schwartz, a 10-year veteran with the team who produced 
offensively but misses time to injury seemingly every 
season? If not, he can slide into someone else's top six with 
ease. 

Joe Thornton, C, Toronto Maple Leafs 

Age: 41 
2021 cap hit: $700,000 

Jumbo turns 42 on July 2. The icon played his 23rd NHL 
season with the Leafs, driving play and averaging a 
respectable 1.7 points per game. His 13:43 in ice time was a 
career low, and he produced one goal in seven playoff 
games for the Leafs. If he wants to continue playing, there 
might be another one-year, league-minimum deal out there 
for him. "I feel really, really healthy. I feel really, really good. 
But we'll see. I haven't made any decision yet," he said. 

Tier 5: Hey, if Chara can leave Boston... 

Alexander Edler, D, Vancouver Canucks 

Age: 35 
2021 cap hit: $6 million 

The Canucks are the only team Edler has known in his 15-
season NHL career, and there's a good chance it stays that 
way after he signs his next contract. While his agility isn't 
what it used to be, Edler is a steady two-way defender and 
the essential veteran the Canucks want on hand for a very 
young left side of their defense. The only issue here is term, 
and whenever you're dealing with a beloved veteran, that 
can sometimes be a point of demarcation. 

Ryan Getzlaf, C, Anaheim Ducks 

Age: 36 
2021 cap hit: $8.25 million 

No one knows for sure if Getzlaf will return for a 17th NHL 
season -- not even Getzlaf, who said he's going to discuss 
his future with his family. His massive eight-year deal finally 
ended this season, ushering in what we're sure is a series of 
one-year contracts should he seek to continue his career. He 
seemed open to leaving for a contender if the right deal 
came around for GM Bob Murray at the trade deadline. But 
as far as a contract for next season, it's hard to imagine 
Getzlaf signing elsewhere given the roots he has put down 
locally in Anaheim. 

David Krejci, C, Boston Bruins 

Age: 35 
2021 cap hit: $7.25 million 

The Bruins' longtime second-line center was third on the 
team in goals scored above average (12.5) in a season that 
saw him amass 44 points in 51 games. He clicked well with 
Taylor Hall (a fellow free agent) and continued to build on his 
legacy as "Playoff Krejci" with nine points in 11 games. He 
has expressed a desire to remain in Boston, but he also has 
told the Bruins that he'd like to return to his native Czech 
Republic with his family and play there at some point. "We're 
going to sit back down and have a real honest conversation," 
GM Don Sweeney said recently. It's likely either home or 
adopted home for the veteran center. 

Gabriel Landeskog, LW, Colorado Avalanche 

Age: 28 
2021 cap hit: $5,571,429 

There's no reason to believe that Landeskog and the 
Avalanche won't find some common ground on a contract. 
He's their team captain, has spent 10 seasons with the 
organization and had 52 points in 54 games as the third 
component of their immensely effective top line with Nathan 
MacKinnon and Mikko Rantanen. But the Avalanche cap 
picture is no longer as quaint as it's been under GM Joe 
Sakic, with star defenseman Cale Makar coming off his 
rookie deal and Vezina Trophy-nominated goalie Philipp 
Grubauer needing a new deal. If Landeskog isn't keen on 
taking a hometown discount compared to what he could earn 
on the open market, he could end up in a different town. 

Alex Ovechkin, LW, Washington Capitals 

Age: 35 
2021 cap hit: $9,538,462 

Admittedly, it's fun to fantasy cast Ovechkin on other NHL 
teams. Taking passes from Connor McDavid or (gasp!) 
Sidney Crosby? Skating for his old GM George McPhee in 
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Vegas? But Ovechkin wants to retire as a member of the 
Capitals and his agent is confident that they'll find common 
ground on a new deal after his 13-year, $124 million contract 
finally expires. (That agent, of course, being Alex Ovechkin 
himself.) 

Tuukka Rask, G, Boston Bruins 

Age: 34 
2021 cap hit: $7 million 

After the Bruins' playoff exit, it was revealed that Rask needs 
surgery to repair a previously undisclosed torn labrum in his 
hip, which will put him on the shelf until January. GM Don 
Sweeney has discussed Rask's situation in a way that 
makes it sound like he's in the plans if he decides to play 
again next season: "We're still in the early stages, and feel 
comfortable with the depth, but we have a very crucial 
decision to make and chart a course for certainly the first part 
of the season as to when Tuukka will be ready. And we have 
to forecast that accurately if Tuukka does decide to come 
back and play and how he fits in," he said. However, until we 
see what the Bruins ultimately decide to do in goal, there are 
no promises that Rask is wearing black and gold for a 15th 
season. 

Pekka Rinne, G, Nashville Predators 

Age: 38 
2021 cap hit: $5 million 

Rinne hasn't ruled out playing for someone other than the 
Predators if he decides to return for season No. 16 in the 
NHL. The three options he's facing: returning to Nashville, 
where he'll be the clear backup to Juuse Saros; retirement, 
as he turns 39 in November; or joining another team's 
tandem after a career in Nashville. "I don't want to say 
anything that I'm going to regret. I want to keep that door 
open too and weigh my options here," said Rinne, who 
bounced back to a .907 save percentage and a 2.84 goals-
against average in 24 games after a horrible 2019-20 
season. 

Tier 6: The spackle 

Artem Anisimov, C, Ottawa Senators 
Joel Armia, LW, Montreal Canadiens 
Pierre-Edouard Bellemare, LW, Colorado Avalanche 
Jordie Benn, D, Winnipeg Jets 
Jonathan Bernier, G, Detroit Red Wings 

Zach Bogosian, G, Toronto Maple Leafs 
Nick Bonino, C, Minnesota Wild 
Tyler Bozak, C, St. Louis Blues 
Connor Carrick, D, New Jersey Devils 
Alex Chiasson, RW, Edmonton Oilers 
Casey Cizikas, C, New York Islanders 
Andrew Cogliano, C, Dallas Stars 
Cody Ceci, D, Pittsburgh Penguins 
Ian Cole, D, Minnesota Wild 
Jason Demers, D, Arizona Coyotes 
Ryan Dzingel, C, Ottawa Senators 
Devan Dubnyk, G, San Jose Sharks 
Tyler Ennis, C, Edmonton Oilers 
Alex Galchenyuk, LW, Toronto Maple Leafs 
Alex Goligoski, D, Arizona Coyotes 
Barclay Goodrow, LW, Tampa Bay Lightning 
Carl Gunnarsson, D, St. Louis Blues 
Erik Gustafsson, D, Montreal Canadiens 
Erik Gudbranson, D, Nashville Predators 
Jaroslav Halak, G, Boston Bruins 
Darren Helm, C, Detroit Red Wings 
Erik Haula, C, Nashville Predators 
Carter Hutton, G, Buffalo Sabres 
Marcus Johansson, C, Minnesota Wild 
Jack Johnson, D, New York Rangers 
Dmitry Kulikov, D, Edmonton Oilers 
Sean Kuraly, C, Boston Bruins 
Trevor Lewis, RW, Winnipeg Jets 
Jon Merrill, D, Montreal Canadiens 
Jake McCabe, D, Buffalo Sabres 
Kevan Miller, D, Boston Bruins 
Patrik Nemeth, D, Colorado Avalanche 
Riley Nash, C, Toronto Maple Leafs 
Tomas Nosek, C, Vegas Golden Knights 
Mathieu Perreault, C, Winnipeg Jets 
Michael Raffl, LW, Washington Capitals 
James Reimer, G, Carolina Hurricanes 
David Rittich, G, Toronto Maple Leafs 
Bobby Ryan, RW, Detroit Red Wings 
Brendan Smith, D, New York Rangers 
Mike Smith, G, Edmonton Oilers 
Eric Staal, C, Montreal Canadiens 
Marc Staal, D, Detroit Red Wings 
Brandon Sutter, C, Vancouver Canucks 
Sami Vatanen, D, Dallas Stars 
Travis Zajac, C, New York Islanders
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Prospect Pipeline Recap: Forwards 

The Hurricanes prospects continued to impress in spite of 
challenging circumstances this season.  

By Matthew Somma 

Editor’s note: This is the first of a three-part series recapping 
the 2020-21 season for each Hurricanes prospect 

This was a tough season to be an NHL prospect. They had 
to deal with shortened schedules, travel restrictions, COVID 
tests, and much, much more on their journey to the NHL. 
Development was a challenge this season for prospects that 
played in Canada due to shortened schedules or no seasons 
at all, and so it’s even tougher to evaluate how a player grew 
over the course of this season. Nevertheless, I’m here to 
provide you all with an update on the state of the Hurricanes’ 
prospect pipeline, starting with the forwards.  

Chicago Wolves 

Seth Jarvis 

Jarvis was one of a handful of NHL prospects that split time 
between the AHL and WHL this season. During his time with 
the Chicago Wolves in the AHL, Jarvis seemed unstoppable 
and led the league in goal scoring at one point before 
departing for Portland in the WHL. During his time with the 
Winterhawks, Jarvis scored 15 goals and finished with 27 
points in 24 games. Jarvis also had seven goals and four 
assists in nine games for the Wolves, which puts his season 
totals at 38 points in 33 games. Jarvis was a primary point 
machine this season in the WHL, only recording three 
secondary assists while being a catalyst of his team’s 
offense. This type of production is encouraging because it 
shows that Jarvis can produce at an elite rate in both the 
AHL and WHL. I still believe that Jarvis could use another 
year or two of development before carving out an NHL role, 
but he is closer than I initially thought. 

Ryan Suzuki 

Suzuki spent the entire year in the AHL due to the OHL 
cancelling its season. His 10 points in 26 games may not 
seem impressive on the surface, but Suzuki developed in a 
big way this season. He was able to play with more of an 
edge, starting with the World Juniors, where he played on 
the fourth line and had to play in a checking role. Suzuki 
adapted to his role and developed a snarl to his game that 
had been missing since he burst onto the scene as the first 
overall pick in the OHL draft. Suzuki became less passive as 
the season went on and started to attack the puck on the 
forecheck. As a 19-year-old player in the AHL, Suzuki had to 
work that much harder to stand out. This aggressiveness will 
give him a leg up next season and will result in an increase 
in production. 

Jamieson Rees 

Jamieson Rees was able to adjust to the pace and style of 
play in the AHL relatively quickly. He plays more of a gritty 
game that is suited for the AHL and it showed in his early 
success with the team. Over the course of the season, Rees 
was able to dazzle with his puck handling skills and speed 
while putting up 14 points in 29 games. His ability to 
transition to the AHL almost seamlessly is another source of 
encouragement for Canes fans. Rees is an exciting prospect 
that plays exactly how Rod Brind’Amour wants the 
Hurricanes to play, so this season might have accelerated 
his development. Rees was recently named the Wolves’ 
Rookie of the Year in a fan vote. In the following tweet you 
can see an example of Rees’ skill, where he toe drags some 
poor defenseman into the Shadow Realm. 

Dominik Bokk 

Bokk struggled in Sweden this season before heading to the 
AHL. There were concerns that Bokk would be unable to 
reach the potential that enticed St. Louis when he was 
selected in the first round back in 2018. Enter Ryan 
Warsofsky. As I’ve stated multiple times this season, it’s 
amazing what can happen when you give a player ice time 
and put him in situations where he can succeed. As a result 
of an increase in ice time, Bokk went on a goal scoring tear 
and finished the season with 18 points in 29 games. I still 
have issues with Bokk’s play with the puck on his stick, as he 
can be a bit selfish at times, but there’s no denying his skill. 
Bokk’s play this season was encouraging and he showed the 
Wolves’ staff that he will always be in the right place at the 
right time in order to score a goal. These are promising 
signs. 

David Cotton 

Cotton showed off his goal scoring abilities for Chicago this 
season, scoring 14 goals in 26 games. While his skating isn’t 
going to be his strongest asset, I did notice that he was able 
to keep up at the AHL level. That was my biggest area of 
concern in Cotton’s game this season. It’s not clear if Cotton 
has a future on the Hurricanes’ roster, but it’s obvious that he 
can score goals at the professional level. I’d keep an eye on 
him next season as a potential call-up option. 

Spencer Smallman and Stelio Mattheos 

I’m grouping these two players together since the two 
players spent the majority of their time in the ECHL this 
season. Mattheos should receive more opportunities with 
Chicago next season since there will no longer be a shared 
affiliation with Nashville, while Smallman will likely hit the free 
agent market.  
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CHL 

Blake Murray 

Murray spent his season with Surahammars IF in the 
Swedish third tier league, HockeyEttan, and returned to 
North America in March. It’s difficult to make much of an 
impact in 16 games, but Murray had 16 assists and seven 
goals en route to an impressive season against men. If I 
were to say that I knew anything about HockeyEttan, I’d be 
lying to you, but it is encouraging to see Blake Murray 
playing against older competition. He had scored 30+ goals 
in each of the last two seasons in the OHL, so he was in 
need of a different challenge. He developed as a playmaker 
and is less of a one-dimensional threat now than he was in 
his draft year. Murray signed a three-year contract with the 
Hurricanes and will likely start next season with the Chicago 
Wolves.  

Vasiliy Ponomaryov 

The Hurricanes made sure to sign Ponomaryov almost 
instantly after the draft, showing faith in a player that fell to 
them in the second round. This year, Ponomaryov proved 
that he can be a dangerous offensive threat both at the 
World Juniors and in the QMJHL with Shawinigan. I would 
argue that he was Russia’s most consistent forward at the 
World Juniors in both the offensive and defensive zones. 
Ponomaryov is a complete player that plays a 200 foot 
game, something that Rod Brind’Amour stresses in his 
system. Assuming the next couple of years go as planned, 
we could be seeing Ponomaryov take on a third line role with 
the Hurricanes. Ponomaryov recently signed a one-year 
contract with Spartak Moscow in the KHL, where he will be 
loaned out until the end of that season.  

NCAA and USHL 

Lucas Mercuri 

I knew nothing about Mercuri when the Hurricanes drafted 
him other than the fact that he was tall. The 6-foot-3 center is 
a primary point producer and prefers to make plays rather 
than shoot the puck. This year, a lot of Mercuri’s success 
came from around the net, and he was able to impress with 
his slick hands and hockey sense. Mercuri’s stride needs 
some work and he could stand to get faster, but he’ll have 
plenty of time to do that while enrolled at UMass.  

Kevin Wall 

Wall had a breakout season at Penn State, scoring eight 
goals and finishing with 19 points in 22 games. His speed 
and ability to get up to top speed quickly made him an 
effective player in transition for the Nittany Lions and may 
have helped cement his role in their top six. Wall still needs 
two more years in college before turning pro, as his play in 
the defensive zone leaves much to be desired. Still, the 
Hurricanes look to have found a diamond in the rough in the 
sixth round of the 2019 draft.  

Massimo Rizzo 

Rizzo did not play this season (he was injured according to 
the Chilliwack Chiefs) but did commit to the University of 
Denver. Rizzo’s injury history has me wary of his odds of 

turning into an NHL player, but he definitely has some NHL 
skills.  

European Prospects 

Alexander Pashin 

Pashin was one of the Hurricanes’ most interesting picks in 
the 2020 draft. Originally projected to go anywhere from 
22nd overall to 184th, Pashin fell to the Hurricanes at 199th 
overall. Why is it that a prospect with elite offensive skills and 
speed can fall all the way to the seventh round? Two major 
factors play into it. For starters, Pashin is undersized, and 
secondly, Pashin is rumored to love the team he plays for in 
Russia. That complicates a move to North America, and 
teams don’t like drafting players that likely won’t make the 
jump overseas. Pashin was one of the best players in the 
Russian junior league this season with 45 points in 41 
games. He should see some more KHL time next season. 

Jack Drury 

Drury was a finalist for the SHL’s Rookie of the Year award 
and captured an SHL Championship to cap off an impressive 
season. Drury had 30 points in 41 games and saw time as a 
top six center for the league’s top team. Drury excelled 
around the net this season and didn’t shy away from an 
increase in physicality in the SHL, all encouraging signs for 
his development. This may not guarantee an NHL role for 
Drury, but it does bode well for his success at the NHL level. 
Drury remains unsigned and has one more year remaining 
before the Hurricanes lose his exclusive signing rights. As 
always, it’s a beautiful day for the Canes to sign Jack Drury. 

Tuukka Tieksola 

Tieksola has been one of my favorites since I first saw him 
play during his draft year. His skating and all around hockey 
sense and offensive skill reminded me of a combination of 
Teuvo Teravainen and Sebastian Aho. Tieksola sees the ice 
at a level that few in Finland can, allowing for him to make 
phenomenal passes through opposing defenses and weave 
through multiple opponents en route to a goal. Tieksola 
finished with 18 points in 37 Liiga games with Karpat this 
season, working his way into the top six after starting the 
season on the fourth line. It was clear that Tieksola was too 
good for Karpat’s U20 team, as I got the sense that he 
decided to do it himself on most occasions.  

There were times when this happened at the Liiga level, too.  

Tieksola makes the game of hockey look easy and, while he 
does need to bulk up a good bit, I believe he could be a top-
six forward on the Hurricanes in the very near future. The 
Hurricanes seem to think so too, as they signed him to a 
three-year, entry-level contract after his season ended. 
Tieksola will spend the first year of that contract on loan with 
Karpat and will then come to North America.  

Zion Nybeck 

Nybeck, like Pashin, is on the smaller side. The odds are 
against him as far as making it to the NHL is concerned, but 
there are few players that can control the offensive side of 
the game as well as Nybeck can. Nybeck struggled to earn 
more than fourth line minutes this season and finished with 
just 7 points in 39 games. The good news is that Nybeck’s 
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team was demoted to Sweden’s second tier league, 
HockeyAllsvenskan, so he’ll be able to see more ice time at 
a relatively high level. (Note: Allsvenskan is a competitive 
league considered to be around the level of the Finnish Liiga) 
Nybeck should develop a lot more next season and should 
also take on a top nine role at the World Juniors.  

Noel Gunler 

Gunler had a frustrating season. He couldn’t cut it with Lulea 
in the SHL, so they loaned him to Brynas, one of the 
league’s worst teams. Gunler then proceeded to showcase 
his speed and elite shooting ability at the World Juniors. He 
then disappeared for a while with Brynas and finished the 
season with 15 points in 39 games with Lulea and Brynas.  

Gunler’s lack of ice time has been a barrier to his 
development thus far, but he has been as big of a barrier to 
his own development as his lack of ice time. His defensive 
zone play leaves much to be desired and he tends to 
disappear when the puck is not on his stick. I did see some 
flashes of improvement this season as I saw that he looked 
more engaged in the defensive end, but he’s still a far cry 
from where he should be. Positive signs include seeing him 
backcheck, seeing him be more open to physical play in his 
own end and seeing his awareness improve. All good signs, 
but it’s clear that Gunler will take some time. 

Patrik Puistola 

Puistola was the Hurricanes’ most frustrating prospect this 
season, in my opinion. He had an opportunity to carve out a 
top six role on an inexperienced team and establish himself 
as an elite player in Finland. Instead, he floundered and was 
stuck on the third line with two other U20 skaters. Puistola 
clearly needs more time to develop and turn into that 

dominant player that he has shown he can be. I thought it 
odd that Finland did not include him on the roster at the 
World Juniors, but perhaps his performance this season was 
the reason. He’s still a promising prospect, just one that will 
need a lot of time to polish his game into something usable. 

Kirill Slepets 

Slepets is still very much an unknown for me, as he has 
spent a lot of time in Russia’s second tier league since he 
was drafted in 2019. Slepets’ production dropped this season 
and he was unable to carve out a role in the KHL like he had 
during the season prior. As of right now, Slepets is a free 
agent in Russia, although there were rumors that he would 
be signing with Vityaz Podolsk in the KHL. 

Lenni Killinen 

Killinen has a lot of tools that make him a desirable NHL 
prospect. He skates well, has a good shot, produces from 
around the crease, and plays well in his own end. The 
problem is that he can’t think the game at a high enough 
level, so his ability to anticipate plays on both ends of the ice 
is weaker than most. It almost seems as if Killinen is lagging 
behind his teammates, but instead of the issue being his 
skating, it’s his brain. I like the player a lot and think that he 
could be a lesser version of Nino Niederreiter or Warren 
Foegele, but his head has to catch up with everything else.  

The Carolina Hurricanes have a vast amount of forward 
depth in their pipeline, which should help keep the team 
competitive for a long time. While this may not have been the 
most normal season ever, it was encouraging to see each 
prospect grow and continue their development in spite of the 
circumstances. The future is just as bright as the present for 
the Hurricanes and it’s a great time to be a Canes fan.

 

 

  

 

 

TODAY’S LINKS 
https://www.espn.com/nhl/insider/story/_/id/31679631/nhl-free-agency-tiers-ranking-top-90-plus-players 

https://www.canescountry.com/2021/6/21/22534940/carolina-hurricanes-seth-jarvis-ryan-suzuki-prospects 
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The Athletic / Down Goes Brown: Three lessons to learn (and one to 
avoid) from each of the final four teams 

 

By Sean McIndoe Jun 21, 2021 

 

With the postseason winding down and most of the league on the 
sidelines watching the remaining teams, it’s the time of year when fans 
start to wonder what lessons we can learn from the final four contenders. 

After all, we’re always told that it’s a copycat league, and we know that 
GMs around the NHL love to pivot their game plan to whatever the 
eventual champion just did. Once a team wins the Cup, everyone 
immediately starts picking them apart. Were they big? Small? Skilled or 
fast or neither? Did they build through the draft? Did they fire their 
coach? Did they play a certain style? Cool, a bunch of teams inevitably 
say, then we need to do that too, starting right now. 

This year, there seems to be a certain amount of dread among NHL fans 
about how this is going to go. Two of the remaining four teams have 
been winning with a commitment to defense, or at least that’s been the 
narrative. What if one of them wins — or worse, they both meet in the 
final — and every other GM decides to double down on dull, defensive 
hockey? 

I’ve got some thoughts on that we’ll get to in a bit. But for now, let’s think 
a little bigger. And for once, we’ll even look on the bright side. For each 
of the remaining teams, let’s focus on the lessons that other GMs could 
learn that would be, from a fan’s perspective, good news for the league. 
The NHL is an entertainment product, after all, and there’s nothing wrong 
with hoping that any shifts in thinking point toward more fun, not less. 
And with this year’s final four, there are a few ways that could happen. 

Let’s find a few of those, by picking three lessons we hope other teams 
take away from each of the final four, both in terms of how they play and 
also how they were built. And then, to keep it from getting too positive, 
we’ll also pick one lesson per team that we really hope the GMs ignore. 

New York Islanders 

Fun lesson 1: The trade deadline isn’t dead. 

We’ve been hearing it for years — maybe we need to rethink the 
deadline because only one team can win in any given season, and 
surrendering prime assets for short-term rentals usually backfires. Then 
came teams like the 2018 Capitals and 2019 Blues that had relatively 
quiet deadlines and still won it all, and you started to wonder if teams 
should just be sitting out the market altogether. 

That was bad news for fans because deadline day is one of the highlights 
of our season. So it’s nice to see a team like the Islanders, with a crusty 
old-school GM in Lou Lamoriello, find success with an old-school 
deadline. They gave up a first-round pick to get Kyle Palmieri and Travis 
Zajac from New Jersey, and they’ve been rewarded with seven goals 
from Palmieri, including an overtime winner. Mix in continued strong play 
from Jean-Gabriel Pageau, a 2020 deadline pickup who also cost a first, 

and the Islanders are showing that giving up high picks for playoff 
reinforcements can pay off. If other GMs decide to play copycat, future 
deadlines could be a lot more fun. 

Fun lesson 2: Getting aggressive on the draft floor can pay off. 

Let’s stick with the trading theme. The Islanders’ win over Boston gave 
us another chance to relitigate the Mathew Barzal draft, which saw the 
Bruins pass on Barzal with three straight picks before the Islanders took 
him. But while that’s an important part of the story, let’s not forget how 
the Islanders got that pick in the first place: By making a draft floor deal 
with the Oilers, sending Griffin Reinhart to Edmonton for that pick and 
another. The deal was officially done with the Oilers on the clock and just 
minutes to spare. It’s fair to say it worked out. 

Draft floor deals are great fun for fans, who love it when Gary Bettman 
shows up at the podium to tell us he has a trade to announce. But pulling 
them off is tricky, especially when they involve players and not just picks. 
GMs love to tell us how much time they need to put even straightforward 
deals together; how often do you hear that a team “just ran out of time” 
on a midseason trade that’s been rumored for months? On the draft floor, 
you might have hours or even minutes to make up your mind, and it 
would be easy to panic and make a mistake. It might be tempting for a 
GM to just forget about even trying anything more complicated than 
moving up or down a few picks. 

The Islanders didn’t see it that way in 2015, and their reward was the 
best player on a Cup contending team. If they win it all, there’s no excuse 
for NHL GMs not to work the phones with the clock ticking on the draft 
floor. 

Fun lesson 3: It pays to be aggressive in who you hire. 

This one’s a bit dicey since nobody likes to root for anyone to get fired. 
But changes, both behind the bench and in the front office, are a part of 
life that no NHL team can avoid. So when that moment comes, who do 
you hire? 

You could go the safe route, promoting from within. You could find a 
candidate who isn’t well-known but deserves a shot. Often, those are the 
best options. But for pure entertainment value, there’s nothing quite like 
finding out that your team just hired a big name. And that’s what the 
Islanders did in 2018, hiring Lamoriello as team president. Lamoriello 
quickly fired Garth Snow and Doug Weight, named himself GM, and 
hired Cup-winning coach Barry Trotz. Three years later, Trotz has a Jack 
Adams, Lamoriello was last season’s GM of the year, and the Islanders 
have been contenders ever since they went big on hiring the best. 

And one lesson to avoid: Defense wins championships. 

OK, let’s get this out of the way because it’s the big one when it comes to 
the Islanders. We’re all terrified that they’re going to win the Cup, 
followed by every GM trying to implement a boring, grind it out, put 
everyone to sleep and win 2-1 type of style. Bring back the dead puck 
era, because it’s the 1995 Devils all over again. 

But while there’s some truth to that reputation — the Islanders really can 
shut down just about anyone when they’re on their game — it’s gotten 
out of hand. If you listened to some fans (and media), you’d think the 
Islanders are playing a passive trap and trying to clutch and grab their 
way to wins. That’s not what they do, as Justin Bourne broke down here. 
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So instead of beating the boring Islanders narrative even further into the 
ground, let’s twist it into a bonus lesson for NHL GMs: Defense doesn’t 
have to be dull. You can win 2-1 by forechecking relentlessly, playing a 
very physical style (but still staying out of penalty trouble), and having the 
threat of a deadly fast transition game looming over everything. You can 
also win 5-1 that way, which is the sort of game the Islanders have 
played a few times this postseason. 

Is it still boring? Sometimes, sure, welcome to hockey in the modern era. 
But the point is that “defense” doesn’t have to mean “slow, methodical, 
low-event slogs.” Don’t hire a coach who tells you that. But do hire Barry 
Trotz if you get the chance. 

Tampa Bay Lightning 

Fun lesson 1: The best way to win in this league is still to have better 
players than everyone else. 

I know, it sounds obvious. And it is. There’s no real insight here. But 
every year, right around this time, we all start twisting ourselves into 
knots to come up with explanations for why some teams win and others 
don’t. They really came together as a group. They didn’t want it bad 
enough. They had to lose to learn how to win. Their compete level wasn’t 
gritty enough to pay the price with their hearts. Some fans love it, some 
of us think it eventually starts to get ridiculous. 

Wouldn’t it be great if the Lightning won again, and the lesson NHL 
teams took away from it was “We should all go out there and get as 
many great players as we can”? Then we could have a leaguewide 
bidding war for Jack Eichel and Dougie Hamilton and Seth Jones and 
whoever else, instead of 25 teams immediately convincing themselves 
that they should stay the course with what they have. 

You’re right, it would never work. Forget I mentioned it. 

Fun lesson 2: You have to draft and develop, but it’s not always about 
those top picks. 

The NHL is a draft and develop league. It’s what we’re always told, and 
it’s true, especially in the cap era. But a lot of the league’s elite players 
are picked near the very top of the draft, including the three finalists for 
this year’s Hart (all No. 1 picks). That can be demoralizing for fans, who 
assume their team has to finish last or fluke out a lottery win to have a 
shot at the elite talent you need to have a chance to win. 

The Lightning remind us that it doesn’t always have to work that way. 
Sure, they have Steven Stamkos (first in 2008) and Victor Hedman 
(second in 2009). But they also have Nikita Kucherov, who was a 
second-round pick, and Brayden Point and Anthony Cirelli, both thirds. 
Andrei Vasilevskiy was picked in the back half of the first. Yanni Gourde 
and Tyler Johnson weren’t drafted at all. 

You can find talent anywhere. It’s not that we didn’t know that, but seeing 
a star-studded team like the Lightning win back-to-back Cups while 
proving it might be a nice lift for fans of teams who aren’t already in 
lottery land. 

Fun lesson 3: Deadline deals don’t have to be rentals. 

We covered the deadline already in the Islanders section, and this lesson 
should have already been learned last year, so we’ll keep it brief. But the 
Lightning’s 2020 shopping spree that saw them land Barclay Goodrow 
and Blake Coleman is still paying off, with both guys still under contract 
because they weren’t one-shot rentals. If you want to pump some new 
energy into the deadline, remind GMs that they’re allowed to trade for 
guys who won’t be UFAs in a few weeks. 

(And once we’ve done that, maybe we can even get a few of these guys 
to make an actual hockey trade.) 

And one lesson to avoid: Use the LTIR to go over the cap. 

Look, you were thinking it, so let’s talk about it. 

The Lightning playoff roster is making a bit of a mockery of the salary 
cap, thanks to the return of Kucherov after a season spent on LTIR and 

other shenanigans. We all know it. Their opponents know it. Their fans 
know it. 

Should other teams learn from it? No, because there’s nothing new here. 
With Kucherov, the Lightning exploited the same loophole that the Hawks 
used with Patrick Kane in 2015, by stashing a legitimately hurt star on 
LTIR until the playoffs started. Everyone complained about Kane back 
then, including NHL GMs. Six years and one newly negotiated CBA later, 
the loophole remains wide open. That means that the Lightning didn’t 
break any rules. If you want to be mad, be mad at the league, not the 
team that just did what we all knew they were allowed to do. 

All that said, it would be pretty funny if every second-rate GM in the 
league tried to copy the Lightning by putting their best forward on LTIR 
for the entire season, then missed the playoffs by one point because of it. 
Actually, scrap all of that, this is definitely a lesson the copycat league 
needs to take to heart. 

Vegas Golden Knights 

Fun lesson 1: Contending team should always be in on the big names. 

After their miracle run to the final as a first-year expansion franchise in 
2017-18, the Golden Knights could have absolutely rested on their 
laurels, played it safe, and said “we like our group.” You know, the default 
setting for virtually every team in the league that has any success at all. 

They didn’t. When Max Pacioretty was the biggest name on the trade 
market late in the 2018 offseason, the Knights swooped in and made the 
deal. When Mark Stone was the big prize at the 2019 deadline, the 
Golden Knights were there. When Alex Pietrangelo became the best 
defenseman to hit the UFA market last year, Vegas didn’t let a little thing 
like “having absolutely no cap space” get in the way. 

Put simply, when big players are available, the Knights are in. They don’t 
always get them, but they’re always lurking, because their management 
group seem to grasp the concept that the idea is to get better, and 
sometimes that means taking risks. More than a few times this 
postseason, it’s paid off. 

I’ve beaten the topic into the ground over the years, but most NHL GMs 
are timid and risk-averse and prefer to talk themselves out of big moves 
before they even pick up a phone. If the Golden Knights win it all, that’s 
going to be a really tough sell for those GMs, to fans, media and 
ownership. Every hockey fan has wondered what the NHL would be like 
if teams were as aggressive about big moves as their NBA counterparts 
always seem to be. Man would it be fun to find out. 

Fun lesson 2: You can win without a stud center. 

This is a bit of a weird one, but stay with me, because it’s for certain fans. 
For years, it’s been conventional wisdom in the NHL that you need that 
stud center to contend. Sidney Crosby, Jonathan Toews, Anze Kopitar, 
that sort of guy. That’s great for the teams that have them, but what if 
yours doesn’t? If you can’t win without a Hall of Fame candidate 
centering your top line, how do you get one? Those guys are almost 
always top picks, they’re almost never traded, and they basically never 
test free agency. Maybe you can luck into a Brayden Point or Patrice 
Bergeron after the first round, but that’s rare. So if you root for one of the 
many teams that doesn’t really have a guy like that on the roster or 
coming up through the system, are you just screwed? 

Apparently not, as the Golden Knights are proving in a year where 
Chandler Stephenson is probably their top guy. Depending on which 
team you follow, that might be a real relief. 

(Just, uh, enjoy it now, before Vegas loses to Montreal and follows 
lesson 1 by going all-in on Jack Eichel this summer.) 

Fun lesson 3: You don’t need a five-year plan. 

Another one for the fans. Look, sometimes teams need to hit reset and 
start over. We all get it. Rebuilds are part of sports. But they’re also kind 
of a downer for fans, especially when your GM starts talking about years 
and years of finishing last before you’re allowed to have any expectations 
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at all. It makes sense as a strategy, but is that really the only way to win? 
We just have to sit back and watch terrible hockey for five years and 
hope for the best on the other side? 

For a while in the NHL, it became accepted wisdom that this was the only 
way to go in a cap world. The Pittsburgh model, a wise man once called 
it. And sure, it worked for the Penguins, Blackhawks, Capitals 
(eventually) and a few others. But the Knights are a reminder that it’s not 
the only way. And that means that when your terrible team’s GM starts 
mumbling about patience after yet another embarrassing season, you’re 
not necessarily obligated to play along. 

And one lesson to avoid: The Knights only won because the league 
rigged the expansion draft for them. 

No. Stop it. We’re not doing this again. 

Was the 2017 expansion draft more charitable to the newcomers than 
previous versions a generation ago? Sure, $500 million will buy you that. 
But it wasn’t rigged or unfair or even especially generous. The Knights 
were still picking each team’s 12th best guy (or worse, given all the 
ineligibles). And when the draft was over, we all thought their roster 
stunk. They were dead last in the league in preseason Cup odds. 
Nobody expected them to be any good, and anyone who tells you 
differently is playing a revisionist history game. 

How’d they buck those odds? We’re still not completely sure — seriously, 
look at the list of names they drafted and tell me who the superstars are 
— but it was mostly the old-fashioned way: By making smart trades, 
getting the most out of the talent they had, getting strong goaltending, 
being smart about their cap space, and improving whenever the 
opportunity presented itself. 

If you’re still whining about the expansion draft and how it guaranteed the 
Golden Knights would be good, please stop it. It might make you feel 
better about how quickly they passed your favorite team in the standings, 
but it’s not reality. 

Montreal Canadiens 

Fun lesson 1: Goaltending wins championships, so go out and get some 
goaltending. 

If the Habs pull this off and go all the way, it’s going to be tempting to 
chalk it all up to Carey Price. Oh look, some of us will say, yet another 
mediocre NHL team has their goalie got on a heater in the playoffs, and 
suddenly they’re playing for the Cup. Just like always. Why even bother 
to build the rest of a team, when whoever gets hot at one position 
inevitably wins? 

And … OK, there’s more than a little truth to that. But if the NHL is going 
to be a league where goaltending decides who wins, wouldn’t you rather 
see it happen to a team like Montreal that’s actually built around that 
possibility? This is a team that went and spent a top-five pick on a goalie, 
slowly developed him into one of the league’s best, saw him win a Hart 
and a Vezina, and then gave him a massive contract to stick around. 
Then they went out and traded for one of the most expensive backups in 
the league. No team in the NHL is spending more on the cap hit of their 
two goalies. 

Compare that to what feels like the more common version of the story, 
where some no-name journeyman or C-grade prospect shows up out of 
nowhere, stands on his head for a few weeks, drags his team the final, 
then goes back to being ordinary for the rest of their (often short) career. 
If you win with a guy you didn’t even think was good enough to be your 
starter a few months ago, that feels like a fluke. 

Montreal? They built this team around Price playing like the best goalie in 
the world. If they win with him doing exactly that, it’s not a fluke. It’s a 
plan paying off. 

Fun lesson 2: Free agency isn’t dead. 

Some people have argued that NHL GMs should just turn off their phone 
on the first day of free agency, stay away from all the inevitable mistakes 

that get made, and then grudgingly shop for bargains once the biggest 
names have been overpaid. OK, fine, those people are me. I’ve said that. 
And I’m usually right. 

But nobody listens to me, and from a pure entertainment standpoint, 
that’s good. Free agency is fun. It’s one of the best parts of the 
offseason. 

So wouldn’t it be nice to see a team win a Cup based largely on a big 
UFA signing? Tyler Toffoli has been a huge addition and has already 
delivered some key playoff production. Granted, last year was a weird 
market, and the Habs didn’t exactly pay through the nose to get him. But 
he signed for more total money than any other forward, and it’s more 
than paid off for the team that gave it to him. If you want to see the UFA 
market get a boost, that’s a good lesson to lean into. 

Fun lesson 3: It’s OK to play the kids. 

Give a typical NHL team a choice between playing an exciting but 
occasionally error-prone kid or a boring veteran, and they’ll almost 
always take the vet. It’s the modern hockey mindsight. Everyone has to 
stick to the game plan, and making a mistake — even in the service of 
trying something creative — is unacceptable. So too often, the kids sit 
and watch while the journeymen play it safe. 

The Habs were no different early on, scratching Cole Caufield and 
Jesperi Kotkaniemi against the Leafs. But both guys are in the lineup 
now, and along with Nick Suzuki, they’re providing a lot of Montreal’s 
offense. And not just early; they’re coming through in key moments, 
including combining for six points on overtime winners. 

Huh, you’re allowed to play the kids, and maybe even live with the 
occasional mistake or two along the way. What a concept. 

And one lesson to avoid: Anyone can win and the regular season doesn’t 
matter. 

We’ll end on a lesson that I really hope doesn’t catch on, because man, 
it’s a bummer. 

As we all know by now, Montreal had the 18th best record in the regular 
season. They almost coughed up a playoff spot in what was widely 
considered the weakest of the four divisions. They lost eight more games 
than they won. And this all came one year after they finished just a few 
percentage points ahead of the freaking Sabres. 

Are they bad? The numbers say they’re bad. This year’s playoffs say 
they’re not. Or maybe, this year’s playoffs say it doesn’t matter. 

To some extent, that’s great. Upsets are fun. Underdogs are fun. We all 
have our own thoughts on how much uncertainty is the ideal amount, but 
the NHL sure seems to think the answer is “a whole lot.” Many of you 
agree, and that’s cool. A Canadiens win would certainly put an 
exclamation point on the “anything can happen in the modern NHL” 
mantra. 

If so, let’s just hope that’s the lesson we take away — you’re never out of 
it, keep fighting hard, even if your team is underperforming there might 
still be a champion lurking right under the surface. That’s cool, but it’s not 
that far from a bleaker view — that the regular season is only there to tell 
us which 16 teams make the playoffs, and once they get there it’s just 
four rounds of flipping coins and none of the rest of it matters much. 

Is that true? It might be, but it’s not fun to think about. So let’s not. Stick 
to the fun lessons, and whichever team wins, we can spin it into a 
positive. 
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Sportsnet.ca / Stamkos puts to rest questions about his play as Lightning 
seize series lead 
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Chris Johnston June 22, 2021, 1:56 AM 

 

You can triangulate the exact moment a star player will begin getting 
asked about a production shortfall during the Stanley Cup Playoffs using 
a highly technical formula: It arrives when his personal multi-game 
drought overlaps with his team’s position getting less certain in a series 
and he’s made available to speak with reporters. 

It matters not if he’s played well and hit six posts, or been completely 
nullified by the opposing team’s checkers, or if he’s skating on one good 
leg. 

What the narrative demands under those circumstances is someone to 
embody the fickle nature of playoff existence, which explains in large part 
why Steven Stamkos found himself getting asked about the zeroes being 
produced by his line with Alex Killorn and Anthony Cirelli on Monday 
morning and how limited he might potentially be by a late-season injury. 

“Ummm, (I’m) good enough to play, so …,” Stamkos responded. 

It was his head coach, Jon Cooper, who sagely suggested that it would 
only be a matter of time before the points started to fall for his second 
line. This was roughly 10 hours before Stamkos converted a member’s 
bounce on his first shift as part of a three-point night during Tampa’s 
unexpected 8-0 win over the New York Islanders in Game 5 of their 
Stanley Cup semifinal series. 

“Tonight was time. You’re not going to hold those guys down forever,” 
said Cooper. “For them to score in their first shift and just build off that, 
we knew it was coming. It was great to see and they were pretty fired 
up.” 

Stamkos had been held without an even-strength point in the series 
through four games and hadn’t scored a goal in his last five. He was not 
the reason things were dead even with the Islanders entering a crucial 
night at Amalie Arena, and it would be foolish to confuse him with the guy 
who carried major offensive expectations for the Lightning for a decade. 

That’s not a knock on Stamkos, who remains a serious one-time threat 
on a power play that’s mowing down opponents and has 17 points to 
show for his 16 games this post-season. It’s merely a recognition of how 
his role has evolved through time and injuries to the stage where Nikita 
Kucherov and Brayden Point are now the primary offensive drivers on the 
team. 

Father Time has not yet robbed the 31-year-old of his special game-
breaking ability even if he’s limited by it. We saw that in the Edmonton 
bubble when Stamkos scored a goal in last year’s Stanley Cup Final 
against the Dallas Stars during one of the five shifts he was able to grit 
through because of an abdominal core muscle injury that later required 
surgery. 

On Monday it appeared again — first with the converted bounce at 45 
seconds and later with the vintage power-play blast from the left circle 
that made it 4-0 and basically erased any distant hope of an Islanders 
comeback. 

“He puts pucks into mail slots sometimes,” said Point. 

No wonder this Lightning team has made such a habit of delivering while 
winning their last six playoff series. 

They’ve got almost an embarrassment of riches with arguably the best 
goaltender in the league (Andrei Vasilveskiy), arguably the best 
defenceman in the league (Victor Hedman) and an attack that includes 
Kucherov, Point, Stamkos, Killorn and Ondrej Palat. 

They’ve now followed their last 11 playoff losses with a victory, which 
Stamkos chalked up to a mindset established primarily by Vasilevskiy in 
goal. 

Backed into a corner you can always count on this group responding with 
urgency and purpose. Even though the flood of goals in Game 5 will 
almost certainly be an outlier, it was the product of a ferocious start 
where the Lightning poured everything they could toward the Islanders 
net and got some good breaks. 

“We earned everything we got today because we played the right way,” 
said Stamkos. 

They will need to do it again to book a second straight trip to the Stanley 
Cup Final. There’s no way this proud Islanders team will go away quietly, 
not Wednesday at Nassau Coliseum and not if they manage to stretch 
this series to a Game 7. 

But what Monday’s performance did for the Lightning was ensure a little 
more calm for the next 48 hours. Kucherov leads all playoff scorers with 
27 points, Point owns the second-longest goal streak in playoff history at 
eight games and Stamkos is clicking along at better than a point per 
game. 

“Stammer’s played well,” said Cooper. “There’s the blanket (thought) 
‘Hey, if Stamkos is not scoring then he’s not contributing’ and it’s just not 
the case. It’s a hard league to score in, especially against that team. … 

“It’s hard to score in this league and he’s done it better than almost 
anybody in his generation.” 

Questions asked and answered. 

It’s the Lightning Way. 
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Sportsnet.ca / Islanders unrecognizable as they beat themselves in 
biggest game of season 

 

Iain MacIntyre June 22, 2021, 1:24 AM 

 

Their starting goalie was gone before the game was 16 minutes old, their 
penalty killing was as bad as their discipline, their best forward got 
himself thrown out for a cross-checking major and the team was shut out 
8-0. 

In more positive news for the New York Islanders, Mathew Barzal may 
not be suspended for his cross-check to the jaw of Jan Rutta and 
remains a possibility for Game 6 on Wednesday when his team tries to 
extend its National Hockey League season against the Stanley Cup 
champion Tampa Bay Lightning. 

The Islanders were utterly and fully putrid in the biggest game of their 
season, losing by eight goals Monday in Tampa, providing about as 
much resistance as the humidity in Florida. 

The shortest night of the year was the longest night of the season for the 
Islanders. 

Their performance was so bad as to be unrecognizable for a group that 
rarely beats themselves, but blew up against a Lightning team with so 
much offensive dynamite it usually wins even when the opposition isn’t 
smoking in the explosives room. 

Will Barzal face supplemental discipline for crosscheck on Rutta? 

With 47 playoff games in three seasons and in their second-straight 
Stanley Cup semifinal against the Lightning, the Islanders have been at 
this stage before. But they never got there with a game like this. 

“It was one of those nights where we couldn’t do anything right,” 
Islanders coach Barry Trotz said. “It didn’t go our way, it was a tough 
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one. We’ll just have to park it. At the end of the day, we’re going back 
home, it’s 3-2, and we’ve just got to focus on earning the right to keep 
playing. 

“We can fix a lot of the things that we put ourselves in today. We’re going 
to have to have our best game. We’re going to have to have our best 
effort from every player on our team and if we do that, we’ll be back here 
for Game 7.” 

The Islanders had allowed only nine goals in the series’ first four games, 
but trailed 3-0 Monday after 15½ minutes and 6-0 after two periods. The 
eight-goal loss was the largest in playoff history for an organization that 
won four straight Cups at the start of the 1980s. 

“A loss is a loss this time of year,” winger Kyle Palmieri said. “Whether it 
was in double overtime or the way it went tonight, we’ll wake up 
tomorrow down 3-2, headed home. We have a chance to win a game at 
home. That’s all we’re focused on now.” 

If the Islanders don’t win Wednesday, it will be their final game at Nassau 
Veterans Memorial Coliseum, the franchise’s home on Long Island since 
it entered the NHL in 1972. 

“I just think the game, this result, how we played, if that doesn’t motivate 
us, then I’m not too sure what will,” Trotz said. “There’s nothing I can say 
that will motivate them. We’ve just got to man up, understand all the 
things that we need to do — and this group does — and we have to 
leave our best game out there now. Obviously, tonight wasn’t our best 
game and we put ourselves in a real tough bind. 

“I’ve been with this group a long time. And I know the character of this 
group, and we’ll be ready.” 

MAT ATTACK 

The loss could still get worse for the Islanders, who will await Tuesday a 
decision from the NHL’s Department of Player Safety about whether 
Barzal’s major penalty deserves more than five minutes and a game 
misconduct. 

Given the NHL’s playoff culture and disciplinary history, as well as a 
dangerous cross-check Monday by Tampa defenceman Ryan McDonagh 
on Brock Nelson that drew only a minor penalty, it seems unlikely that 
Barzal will be suspended for Game 6. 

Still, he has put the NHL in a position where it could make a ruling 
against him and his team. 

“I’m just disappointed because, you know, it wasn’t going well and you 
just sort of dug it a little deeper for the guys,” Trotz said of Barzal 
lumbering Rutta as the middle period ended. “I am disappointed in his 
decision there.” 

IS RUTTA REALLY HURT? 

With the score 6-0, and knowing that the Department of Player Safety 
uses injury among its suspension criteria, the Lightning kept Rutta out of 
the third period. No one will know his status until Tampa names its lineup 
for Wednesday, but it was pretty easy for coach Jon Cooper to keep his 
sixth defenceman in the dressing room for the third period of a blowout 
win. Rutta’s absence – necessary or contrived – made Barzal’s cross-
check look worse. 

LUCK SUCKS 

It’s not always true that teams make their own luck, but since New York’s 
atrocious array of bounces in the game’s first 25 minutes were 
accompanied by some awful puck management, the Islanders could 
scarcely blame the hockey gods for what was an unsurvivable early 
deficit. 

Steven Stamkos opened scoring just 45 seconds in when Alex Killorn’s 
shot bounced straight to him off Islanders defenceman Adam Pelech 
after Palmieri turned over the puck up ice. 

Yanni Gourde was trying to pass on a 2-on-1 when the puck caromed 90 
degrees off defenceman Andy Greene and through Islanders goalie 
Semyon Varlamov to make it 2-0 at 11:04. After Islander Jean-Gabriel 
Pageau tried to toe-drag the puck through traffic inside his blue line while 
teammate Scott Mayfield was changing. 

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

Killorn’s butt made it 3-0 at 15:27 – and chased Varlamov – when David 
Savard’s shot drilled the Tampa forward’s backside and the puck 
ricocheted several times. After New York defenceman Ryan Pulock, the 
hero of Game 4 on Saturday, turned over the puck in the neutral zone, 
then blindy cleared it a few seconds later straight to Savard. 

“We weren’t managing the puck very well,” Greene said. “Whether it was 
our blue line or through the neutral zone or their blue line, we turned a lot 
pucks over and, obviously, they’re a great transition team and you start 
giving them chances like that, they’re going to make you pay.” 
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Sportsnet.ca / NHL officials losing the plot as missed penalties pile up 

 

Mark Spector June 21, 2021, 2:28 PM 

 

Referee Chris Lee is perfectly positioned, watching the play unfold as 
Nick Suzuki rises from the ice next to the Vegas goal. Brayden McNabb 
is standing there, waiting to mete out some punishment for no reason 
other than he feels free to do whatever he wants to the smaller Habs 
player. 

McNabb hits Suzuki with a half-hearted cross-check, as Lee circles into 
the frame. The 20-year NHL ref is talking directly to the players, likely 
informing that the puck is long gone. Reminding them not to escalate. 

Suzuki pushes back on the bigger Vegas defenceman, showing he’s not 
afraid. It’s just a push — no penalty here. 

Lee is now five feet away, standing still with his gaze fixed. Nothing 
impedes his vision of the exchange. 

Then, McNabb escalates. He punches Suzuki in the face with a gloved 
hand. Lee has the perfect angle and 10 seconds of history on the play. 

Folks, this is a penalty for the entirety of my 30-plus years covering the 
National Hockey League. 

Remaining Time -1:32 

No call after McNabb lands punch on Suzuki 

We’re not talking about the missed high-stick on Corey Perry, an 
egregious missed call but one that happens in an instant. A play where 
perhaps a referee had his vision impaired at the last second, or he 
thought the puck did the damage. 

This is a conscious decision on a play that unfolds as slowly as any 
hockey play could possibly unfold. A scenario that is cemented in an 
official’s head: I’ve warned the players (we assume), they’ve traded legal 
shots, and one guy takes it too far. 

In a referee’s mind it is textbook: “I warned you not to escalate, you did it 
anyhow, and you’ve left me no choice but to call a roughing minor.” 

Nobody in hockey blames a referee for making that call. We all blame 
McNabb for lacking discipline. 

But today, in the NHL’s semifinal series, Lee does not make that call. 

Nor do he or fellow zebra Dan O’Rourke call a penalty on a Joel 
Edmundson cross check that drives William Carrier’s face into the end 
boards in the first period. That borders on a major penalty all year long, 
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but in the most important games of the year, either the referee OK’s the 
play, or he chokes on the call. 

Then Tomas Nosek flagrantly hits Shea Weber from behind a period 
later. Two feet from the boards, a dangerous outcome, potentially 
injurious. Lee is perfectly positioned, standing right there, declaring it 
legal. 

It is absolutely the definition of hitting from behind and has been since 
the play was deemed worthy of a major penalty back in 1991. Thirty 
years ago. 

There isn’t a millimetre of wiggle room here, but because Lee freezes on 
the Nosek hit, he could not possibly call one of the vicious crosschecks 
Weber plants into Nosek’s back as they head up ice. Or the punch in the 
back of Nosek’s head. 

Remaining Time -1:48 

Weber & Nosek get rough with each other after hit against boards 

In the end Lee calls coincidental minors. He has successfully called 
penalties without affecting the game in any way, perhaps his goal all 
along, though he has in no way maintained a standard or protected the 
next player from another hit from behind. 

Folks, we have lost the plot on National Hockey League refereeing. 

When the best referees in the league perform like they have this spring, 
there is a problem. 

When Connor McDavid can play eight playoff games over two seasons, 
yet not draw a single penalty — despite ranking sixth in the regular 
season over that span in penalties drawn — there is a problem. 

When only three of the Top 25 salaried players in the league are still 
playing in the semifinals — and two of those are goalies — we have a 
problem. 

We asked players on Monday what they thought about the standard, and 
always, they didn’t want to say much. Some fear reprisal by the officials, 
some just don’t like the look of focusing on things that are out of their 
control. 

“It’s different from regular season to playoffs. The refs are letting a little 
bit more stuff go,” offered Vegas’ Jonathan Marchessault. “I thought that 
Will Carrier got crushed in the first period in the corner, and he’s not a 
little guy.” 

But he quickly reverts to hockey’s clichés. The kind of “fight through it” 
mindset that has taken the playoff game away from the most skilled 
players, and handed to the six-foot-four defencemen who wield sticks like 
police batons at a riot. 

“It’s adversity that teams need to face in the playoffs. Good teams will 
find a way to go through it,” Marchessault said of the officiating, when it 
goes bad. “Just have to battle through it. Find a way.” 

Remaining Time -1:06 

Marchessault on officiating: 'Both sides will be disappointed with calls' 

National Hockey League referees aren’t corrupt. They’re not biased 
against your team. 

Are they having some awful moments this spring? Yes, they are, but we 
would go much further than that. 

What I can not square is how a play that has been a penalty for my 30-
plus years covering this league is no longer a penalty. How we can figure 
out that it’s a batter game when slashes to the hands are called, but hits 
from behind and punches to the head go from regular season illegal to 
playoff legal? 

“What’s the standard? I’ve got no idea,” said Kevin Bieksa, on Sunday’s 
Sportsnet broadcast. 

On the other network, Pierre McGuire was saying ostensibly the exact 
same thing. 

I’ve covered the league since the mid-80s. 

Don’t ask me what a penalty is anymore. 

Like Chris Lee and Dan O’Rourke, I do not have a clue. 
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TSN.CA / Habs ‘comfortable’ in long series; ‘pressure falls on’ Vegas 

 

By Mark Masters 

 

TSN Hockey Reporter Mark Masters reports on the Stanley Cup playoffs. 
The Canadiens and Golden Knights held media availabilities before flying 
to Las Vegas on Monday for Game 5 of their semifinal series Tuesday 
night.  

When the Montreal Canadiens faced elimination for the first time this 
season, way back on May 27 against the Maple Leafs in Toronto, 
something clicked.  

"Since that Game 5 against Toronto, we've just been kind of playing that 
same way, nothing to lose, leave it all on the line," said winger Brendan 
Gallagher, "and game after game come with the same effort and energy." 

Just like the Maple Leafs were, the Golden Knights are favoured to beat 
the Habs. Vegas finished second overall in the league standings and just 
knocked out the top-seeded Colorado Avalanche.  

"There's certain expectations on their side and the longer this series 
goes, the more the pressure falls on them," Gallagher noted. "As the 
series goes on, we get more and more comfortable in these situations 
and we're looking forward to it. We've shortened it to a best of three."  

The Knights, though, have regained home-ice advantage with Game 5 
and Game 7, if necessary, set to take place inside a sold out T-Mobile 
Arena where Vegas has won five of the last six games.  

"We can't wait to see Tuesday at 'The Fortress' and how it's going to be 
and feel the energy of the crowd and go from there," said Knights winger 
Jonathan Marchessault.  

The Canadiens came out strong in Game 1, but then struggled to regain 
momentum after the Knights opened the scoring and fired up their 
'Medieval Maniacs.' 

"We know what it's going to be like," Gallagher said. "An electric 
atmosphere and they definitely feed off their fans, but we've experienced 
it. We're going to be more and more comfortable and, obviously, this 
Game 5 is as important as a game gets." 

Montreal is 6-2 on the road in the playoffs and stole Game 2 in Las 
Vegas.  

"I've always been told, since you're a young kid, good teams win at 
home, great teams find a way to win on the road in tough environments," 
Gallagher said. "It's not always easy, but that's where a character of a 
team is able to show and, for us, we just kind of enjoy the challenge. 
We're able to kind of settle into our game and we seem to understand the 
style of hockey you need to play." 

What change, if any, should the Habs make for Game 5? 

The Canadiens were an overtime goal away from taking a 3-1 series lead 
over the Golden Knights, but instead they head back to Vegas with things 
all tied up. What change, if any, should the Habs make for Game 5? Who 
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should Vegas start in goal? The TSN Hockey panel discusses this and 
more. 

Gallagher is still looking for his first point of the series, but he did fire five 
shots on net on Sunday, which was his highest total in this year's 
playoffs. 

"Brendan had one of his best games yet," said assistant coach Luke 
Richardson, who is running Montreal's bench with interim head coach 
Dominique Ducharme isolating following a positive COVID test. "He had 
some good chances. He's always going to be around that crease so a 
matter of time before a puck or a rebound is loose there. [That line] 
created some speed through neutral zone much better last game and 
had some chances off the rush. Robin Lehner, give him credit, there 
wasn't a lot of rebounds, especially in the second half of the game, that 
spit out there so that's what we got to create."  

Richardson is quick to point out that the Gallagher line, which also 
features centre Phillip Danault and Artturi Lehkonen, is doing an 
excellent job shutting down Vegas' top line, including Max Pacioretty and 
Mark Stone.  

The Knights have only gotten three goals from their forwards in the series 
(two from Nicolas Roy and one via Mattias Janmark) and none from the 
top-six group.   

"It's great we tied the series yesterday, but at some point the big guys are 
going to have to step up here, including myself," acknowledged 
Marchessault, who has just five shots in the series. "It's not good enough 
with the forward group we have to have only three goals in four games. 
Obviously, we're facing an unbelievable goalie, but that's no excuse ... 
We got to find a way. We don't have any excuses. We need a solution 
ASAP." 

Chandler Stephenson has missed the last three games with an upper-
body injury, which has slowed the Knights attack and led to a revolving 
door down the middle of the ice.  

"We've played, basically, this series without our No. 1 centre so far," said 
coach Peter DeBoer. "Obviously, want to get him back in the lineup and I 
think that's on the horizon ... You take somebody like that out of 
anybody's lineup and it effects your team ... That changes the way your 
team plays. It changes the structure of your team and your depth and, to 
our guys' credit, we've found a way. It hasn't maybe looked as pretty as 
everyone would like it to look, but we found a way."  

The defence has certainly picked up the pace. Five Knights defencemen 
have a goal in the series with Brayden McNabb joining the party with a 
crucial tying tally on Sunday.  

"There's lots of talk about forwards not scoring, but they're creating 
opportunities, creating those plays and allowing us to score those goals," 
said Alex Pietrangelo, who has three goals in the series.  

Habs/Knights Ice Chips: Snakebitten stars 'need a solution ASAP' 

With the series tied through four games, the biggest questions 
surrounding Vegas and Montreal is the lack of scoring from the star 
forwards. Brendan Gallagher and Phillip Danault are still without a point 
in the series, while the Golden Knights' top two lines have yet to find the 
back of the net. Mark Masters has more. 

The strong relationship between Marc-Andre Fleury and Lehner made 
Sunday's goalie switch an easy transition for the Knights.   

"There's difficult decisions being made, but to see the camaraderie 
between these two guys, the way they help each other throughout 
games, in between games, it's pretty impressive," observed Pietrangelo. 
"When you have two guys who have played as No. 1 guys it's about 
finding that balance and they have. That relationship is just as good on 
the ice as it is off the ice."  

DeBoer made the switch, because he says he sensed the 36-year-old 
Fleury was getting a bit fatigued. He stressed it's important to maximize 
the team's depth.  

"It's been the story of our season and the story of our playoffs," DeBoer 
said. "If you look at the number of guys we've used both up front and on 
defence and now in net, and the number of contributions from those guys 
either on the scoresheet or in other ways, it's the reason we’re standing 
here. It's the reason we got through the deepest team in the league in 
Colorado. So, you know, that's what we're about."  

Vegas' confidence growing following 'most important win' in Game 4 

After getting a split in Montreal, the Golden Knights feel that Game 4 was 
their most important victory of the playoffs so far, and have a growing 
confidence in their ability to come back in games when down. 

The Golden Knights have been on the power play 11 times in the series 
while the Canadiens have been on the man advantage just six times. 
Gallagher was asked if he's confused by the standard of officiating in the 
playoffs.    

"You're asking that question for a reason," he said. "Everyone's been 
watching the games. We talk so much about controlling the controllables 
and, for us, all we can worry about is ourselves."  

"You can sit here and complain on one play or another, but if the 
standard is the same on both sides then it's fair for both teams and that's 
the way it was last night," Pietrangelo said. "It was like that in previous 
games so as long as they're calling it the same way for both teams I think 
we understand what the standard is throughout the game."   

Players on both sides agree that the referees are letting more go in the 
playoffs. There was only one power play per team on Sunday.  

"Both sides will be disappointed with some calls," said Marchessault. 
"Will Carrier got crushed in the first period there in the corner and he's 
not a little guy. There's stuff they're going to let go ... It's adversity teams 
need to face in the playoffs and good teams will find a way to go through 
it. I look at two years ago, San Jose won Game 3 against St. Louis with a 
hand pass in overtime. I thought that was an awful situation, but St. Louis 
faced adversity there and came back and won three straight." 

The lack of calls adds even more importance to every power-play 
opportunity you do get. So far the Canadiens have the only power-play 
goal in the series.  

"In the regular season you're getting maybe four or five so that first one, if 
it's a little sloppy, you know what to work on," said defenceman Jeff 
Petry. "It's on us to make sure on that first one we're sharp and we know 
what they're going to do and we're prepared and moving the puck crisp, 
because in playoff hockey you're not getting those chances to learn on 
the fly and get things going on a second or third opportunity."   

Canadiens not letting officiating get into their heads 

With calls and non-calls being focused on during the playoffs, the 
Canadiens say that everyone saw the games, and that they won't 
comment on the issues. Montreal also believes in focusing their energy 
into things that are in their control, including how to respond to adversity. 

The Knights are scheduled to skate at City National Arena on Tuesday 
morning in Las Vegas. The Canadiens will be on the ice at T-Mobile 
Arena. 
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USA TODAY / New York Islanders star Mathew Barzal ejected for cross-
check in blowout loss to Tampa Bay Lightning 

 

Mike Brehm 

 



 

CAROLINA HURRICANES 
NEWS CLIPPINGS • June 22, 2021 

 

The New York Islanders had plenty go wrong for them during Monday's 
8-0 blowout loss in Game 5 at the Tampa Bay Lightning. 

Now, they're facing the possibility of disciplinary action against star 
forward Mathew Barzal after he was ejected for cross-checking Lightning 
defenseman Jan Rutta. 

The defending champion Lightning were up 6-0 in the closing seconds of 
the second period when Rutta and Barzal exchanged words on the way 
to the bench. 

Barzal hit him in the chest with his stick and then in the face, causing the 
defenseman to fall to the ice. The trainer came out to check on him and 
Rutta eventually skated off on his own, but did not come out for the third 
period. Lightning coach Jon Cooper had no update after the game. 

"I was a little disappointed because it wasn’t going well and he dug it a 
little deeper for the guys," Islanders coach Barry Trotz said of Barzal's 
infraction. 

On-ice officials called a major penalty and an ejection, and the call was 
upheld after a review. 

It's possible that Barzal will only be fined $5,000 for his infraction, but if 
he has to sit out a game, it would be a big blow to an Islanders team 
trying to stay alive at home in Game 6 on Wednesday. After being shut 
out in the first eight playoff games, Barzal has six goals in the last nine 
games. 

The game was uncharacteristic for the Islanders, who have played solid 
defense throughout the playoffs to reach the third round for the second 
year in a row. 

Lightning captain Steven Stamkos scored 45 seconds in after the puck 
came to him on a fortuitous bounce for his first goal of the series. 

“We were talking about our line internally that we wanted to be better and 
we certainly were tonight, so it was great to see," he said. "Anytime 
something that good happens early in a game, it’s always a great feeling 
as a player. But more important, it was a spark ... for our team." 

Tampa Bay piled on, with goals by Yanni Gourde (on a puck that 
deflected off an Islanders defenseman) and Alex Killorn leading Trotz to 
pull goalie Semyon Varlamov. 

Backup goalie Ilya Sorokin took a puck to the throat and stayed in the 
game, but the Lightning solved him, too, scoring three times in the 
second period. Stamkos and Killorn added their second goals of the 
game. 

Brayden Point made it 7-0 in the third period on the Barzal major penalty 
to extend his goal-scoring streak to eight games. Defenseman Luke 
Schenn scored the final goal in his first game since June 3. 

The eight goals were the most allowed by the Islanders since an 8-2 loss 
to the Lightning in Game 1 of the 2020 Eastern Conference final. 

"No one expected an 8-0 game, let’s be honest there," Stamkos said. 
"But you earn everything you get. And now we’re going to get an 
extremely desperate team and they’re a proud group over there. We 
know their rink is going to be rocking." 

Said Islanders forward Josh Bailey: "We know the way we need to play to 
have success, and this game, we’re going to put behind us." 
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USA TODAY / Minnesota Wild assistant GM Tom Kurvers, former hockey 
great, dies of lung cancer at 58 

 

Lorenzo Reyes 

 

Minnesota Wild assistant general manager Tom Kurvers died Monday 
morning after a two and a half year battle with lung cancer, the franchise 
announced. 

He was 58. 

"The Minnesota Wild organization is heartbroken to announce that Tom 
Kurvers passed away this morning after a courageous battle with lung 
cancer," the Wild said in a statement. "We extend our deepest 
sympathies and prayers to Tom's family and loved ones, including his 
wife, Heather, daughters, Madison and Rose, and sons, Weston and 
Roman. 

"From Minnesota high school standout to Hobey Baker Award winner and 
Stanley Cup champion, Tom's passion for and success in hockey could 
only be surpassed by the love and optimism he shared with his family 
and friends each and every day. Tom's kindness and enthusiasm will be 
greatly missed by the countless number of people on whom he had a 
positive influence throughout his life. We join the State of Hockey in 
mourning the loss of a great hockey player and an even better person. 
Rest in peace TK." 

Kurvers played 11 seasons in the NHL after the Montreal Canadiens 
selected him with the No. 145 pick in the seventh round of the 1981 NHL 
draft. He scored 421 points (93 goals and 328 assists) in 659 career 
games for the Canadiens, Mighty Ducks of Anaheim, New York 
Islanders, Vancouver Canucks, Toronto Maple Leafs, New Jersey Devils 
and Buffalo Sabres. 

When the Canadiens won the Stanley Cup in the 1985-86 season, 
Kurvers scored 30 points (seven goals, 23 assists) in 62 games that 
season. 

Kurvers got his start in an NHL front office as a pro scout for the Phoenix 
Coyotes before he became their director of player personnel in 2005. He 
later went on to become the assistant general manager of the Tampa 
Bay Lightning from 2008-11, though he held the general manager role on 
an interim basis in the 2009-10 season.  

The Wild hired Kurvers in July 2018. 

Who is Carl Nassib, the NFL's first openly gay active player? 

Kurvers was diagnosed with lung cancer in January 2019, despite not 
being a smoker, according to the Wild's official website. In 2019, he ran 
in the A Breath of Hope Lung Run/Walk Twin Cities 10K and also worked 
with the A Breath of Hope Lung Foundation to help spread awareness 
about the condition. 

"There's a community of people who are in the same battle, and it's really 
tied together by the A Breath of Hope Foundation," Kurvers said in 
August 2020, according to the Wild's website. "They do as much as they 
can to help foster that community. It really is a tight-knit group of people 
doing extraordinary work and I'm proud to be connected to them and to 
help them, because they helped me. 

"The fundraising efforts have a chance to save my life and so many 
others, so it's important to me and important to my family." 
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