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Hurricanes beat Blackhawks, 3-0, behind Antti Raanta’s first shutout of the season 
By Chip Alexander 

After a three-day Christmas break, the Carolina Hurricanes 
were back at it Tuesday at PNC Arena, winning again, 
beating the Chicago Blackhawks, 3-0. 

The Canes, with a strong start, took an early lead, withstood 
a penalty-filled second period and finished strong in securing 
their ninth straight win to tie a franchise record. It extended 
their point streak to 15 consecutive games, adding to that 
franchise record. 

Goalie Antti Raanta, something of a surprise starter, earned 
his first shutout of the season and 16th of his career with 24 
saves. It made him the game’s first star and had the PNC 
Arena crowd serenading him after the game. 

Canes captain Jordan Staal said he used the break to 
physically recover and Seth Jarvis said it was a good mental 
break from hockey. Other players such as Andrei Svechnikov 
and Martin Necas said they enjoyed having family in town, 
which was relaxing. 

But refreshed or not, the first game after Christmas can be 
unpredictable and often ragged as players try to get back in 
beast mode. Some become shootouts, others are decided on 
mental gaffes not usually made. 

“With a three-day break, it’s not a lot of fun to play, not after 
three days off,” Necas said. “It was important to get back and 
have a good start, which was huge, and a good game. 
‘Rants’ played great and the PK (penalty kill) was on point. 
We’ve just been trying to play the game the right way and it’s 
been working.” 

Staal’s line, making a strong argument as being the Canes’ 
top line in the streak, produced another two goals — wingers 
Jesper Fast and Jordan Martinook scoring. Necas had the 
game’s first goal, scoring at 3:36 of the first. 

The Canes (23-6-6) topped the Blackhawks 3-0 in Chicago in 
November as Pyotr Kochetkov had the shutout, and the 
rookie goalie seemed slated to start again Tuesday. But the 
decision was made to start Raanta — Canes coach Rod 
Brind’Amour later saying Kochetkov felt “a little off” 
physically. 

Nothing was off about the Canes’ game most of the first 
period as Carolina took a 2-0 lead and kept constant 
pressure on Blackhawks’ goalie Petr Mrazek, who faced 47 
shots in the game. 

The Canes were much sharper and had the Blackhawks on 
their heels, outshooting Chicago 23-7 — the most shots by 
Carolina in a period this year. 

“It’s almost our trademark here that the first 10 to 15 minutes 
are usually (played) in the other end,” Raanta said. “You just 
try to keep yourself warm and focused.” 

Necas scored his 15th by swatting a rebound past Mrazek, 
his former teammate and good Czech friend. When Fast 
followed his third goal in the past two games, an early 
knockout seemed possible. 

Mrazek appeared shaky early, nearly allowing another goal 
in the first after fumbling the puck behind the net. The 
Blackhawks did a lot of chasing in the period as the Canes 
were quicker to pucks, harder on pucks and moved the puck 
well in transition. 

“Chasing this team, and they’re a pretty quick team, is hard 
to do,” Chicago coach Luke Richardson said. 

But an offensive-zone hooking call against the Canes’ Teuvo 
Teravainen with 20.8 seconds left in the first marred an 
otherwise dominant period. When Fast followed with a 
hooking call early in the second, the Blackhawks had a brief 
5-on-3 power play. 

“That took the flow right out,” Brind’Amour said.  

The Canes killed off both penalties, then another against 
defenseman Calvin de Haan, but the ‘Hawks came away 
with extra jump they maintained through most of the second. 

Martinook’s goal, his ninth, came after a fight for the puck in 
front of the Chicago net. With Staal earning an assist, his line 
has combined for 29 points in the 15-game streak. 

The Blackhawks (8-21-4), after an eight-game losing streak, 
went into the Christmas break off a 5-2 victory over the 
Columbus Blue Jackets. But it has been a long season, 
already. 

The Canes are streaking in the other direction  

“We’re not thinking too much about the streaks,” Raanta 
said. “That’s the media hyping it. We just try to go every 
game to play our best and win the game. If we keeping 
playing like this we’re going to get a lot of wins. It’s a good 
confidence-booster but I don’t think we’re worrying too much 
about the streaks.” 

Pacioretty making progress 

At the Canes’ morning skate Tuesday, Max Pacioretty had 
traded a yellow no-contact jersey for a red one and was 
moving well on the ice. Not that the veteran forward, who 
suffered an Achilles tear in preseason, is game-ready, 
Brind’Amour said. 

“It’s him saying he wants a little extra work,” Brind’Amour 
said. “It’s a good sign. We don’t want to rush anything but 
every day I think he’s getting closer.” 
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Raanta blanks Blackhawks, Hurricanes win 9th straight 
Martin Necas, Jesper Fast and Jordan Martinook scored for 
Carolina in the 3-0 win 

RALEIGH — Antti Raanta made 24 saves for his first shutout 
since March and the Carolina Hurricanes beat the Chicago 
Blackhawks 3-0 on Tuesday night for their ninth consecutive 
victory. 

Martin Necas, Jesper Fast and Jordan Martinook scored to 
help the Hurricanes extend their franchise-record points 
streak to 15 games. 

“If we keep playing like this, we’re going to get lots of wins,” 
Raanta said. “It’s a good confidence booster, but I don’t think 
we’re worrying too much about the streak. We just want to 
improve and play good hockey.” 

Raanta, making his third consecutive start, had his 16th 
career shutout. He faced only seven shots in both the first 
and third periods. 

There were dominating stretches for the Hurricanes, so 
Raanta had to make sure he was ready when called upon. 

“It’s almost our trademark here that the first 10, 15 minutes, 
it’s usually at the other end,” he said. “You just try to keep 
yourself warm and focused.” 

The Blackhawks, who were aiming for back-to-back wins for 
the first time since late October, have lost nine of their last 
10. They’ve been shut out in three of those defeats. 

Chicago goalie Petr Mrazek made 46 saves against one of 
his former teams. 

The Hurricanes, who lead the Metropolitan Division, racked 
up their seventh straight win on home ice. This came against 
the team with the worst record in the NHL. 

“We’re supposed to win those games, but you still have to go 
and do it right, and we did,” Carolina coach Rod Brind’Amour 
said. 

The Hurricanes put 23 shots on goal in the first period, a 
season high for any period. They scored twice in the opening 
nine minutes. 

“We were lucky it was only 2-0,” Blackhawks coach Luke 
Richardson said. 

The Hurricanes were pleased that the three-day holiday 
break didn’t interrupt their winning rhythm. 

“For all of us, it’s fun,” Necas said. “Anytime you’re winning, 
it’s fun. We’re just trying to play the game the right way, I 
guess, and it has been working.” 

Necas battled for space in front of the net and was rewarded 
by getting enough stick on the puck to put it in the goal for 
his 15th of the season. He had 14 goals in 72 regular-season 
games a season ago. 

Fast, who picked up his third goal in two games and fifth of 
the season, benefitted when the puck went in off Chicago 
defenseman Connor Murphy. 

Chicago surrendered the first goal for the 27th time in 33 
games. 

“We knew they were fast,” Richardson said. “We just weren’t 
really moving our feet much. I thought we found our legs in 
the second period.” 

Martinook’s ninth goal of the season came at 4:55 of the third 
period shortly after Carolina’s power play expired. 

The Hurricanes host Florida on Friday night. 
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Recap: Canes Tie Franchise History With Ninth Consecutive Win 
Already record point streak moves to 15 games 

By Walt Ruff  

 

RALEIGH, NC. - The Carolina Hurricanes continued their hot 
streak on Tuesday, coming out of the holiday break with a 3-
0 win over the Chicago Blackhawks. 

The Story 

Returning to action after having three days off for the NHL's 
holiday break, the Canes picked up right where they left off 
when the puck went down. 

It took just 3:36 for the home side to take the game's first 
lead, with Martin Necas beating former teammate Petr 
Mrazek. 

Necas' team-leading 34th point of the year was then quickly 
followed by a tally from Jesper Fast, who made it first period 
goals in back-to-back games.  

As Necas and Fast built the foundation early for Carolina, the 
two goals in the opening ten minutes allowed Antti Raanta to 
settle into a groove. Albeit he was not tested much in the 
opening 20 minutes, he was able to set the tone for what 
would become his first shutout of the regular season. 

It was the third appearance in as many games for the 
veteran netminder after he started both last Thursday and 
Friday in victories over Pittsburgh and Philadelphia. Pyotr 
Kochetkov was in the net most commonly held by the starter 
at morning skate, however, Raanta said post-game that he 
knew there was a chance it would be his net. 

A scoreless second period allowed Carolina to carry their 2-0 
advantage into the final frame of play and in it, Jordan 
Martinook would extend the lead to three. Following an eight-
point evening for his line on Friday, the gritty winger put 
home a loose puck in front for his ninth goal of the year. 

That would be all that was needed for the home side, as 
Raanta shut the door and the team closed out their ninth 
consecutive victory. 

They Said It 

Rod Brind'Amour giving his synopsis of the victory... 

"We had a great start. That's what really put the game in 
good shape for us. We took penalties and that took the flow 
right out of it in the second, but I thought the third was really 
good. 

Antti Raanta following his 24-save shutout... 

"There's been a few games this year where I've felt like I 
haven't been able to make those key saves. There's been 
too many goals where I've been like 'oh no, why did I do 
that?' I think it all becomes too much thinking and too much 
of worrying about something. It became an every day thing 
and then you have to stay in your head that you have to stay 
in the moment. I had to worry about what was happening 
next, not what happened two minutes or what's going to 
happen in five minutes. Obviously it was a big team win and 
it was nice to keep the clean sheet." 

Martin Necas on what he feels has allowed the team to be 
successful during their now nine-game win streak and 15-
game point streak... 

"We always stay with the same game plan. For example, last 
game we had problems in the third period, but we stuck with 
it. All the guys have been playing great." 

Bonus Notes 

 The Canes advance to 23-6-6 (1st in the 
Metropolitan Division) with the victory. 

 Carolina had 23 shots in the first 20 minutes, the 
most in a single period this year. 

 Tonight was Antti Raanta's first shutout since March 
10, 2022. He made 36 saves in a win over 
Colorado. 

 The Canes wrap up the season series with Chicago 
2-0, winning both by a score of 3-0. 

What's Next? 

The Canes are scheduled to practice tomorrow afternoon at 
PNC Arena. They'll then take on the Florida Panthers Friday 
to conclude their 2022 schedule. 
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Raanta, Hurricanes shut out Blackhawks for 9th straight win 
Makes 24 saves to extend point streak to 15 games; Mrazek 
stops 46 for Chicago 

By Bruce Miles 

Recap: CAR 3, CHI 0 

Martin Necas, Jesper Fast, and Jordan Martinook all tallied 
goals, Antti Raanta saved all 24 shots on goal, leading the 
Hurricanes to a 3-0 win. 

The Carolina Hurricanes won their ninth straight and 
extended their point streak to 15 games with a 3-0 win 
against the Chicago Blackhawks at PNC Arena in Raleigh, 
North Carolina, on Tuesday. 

The Hurricanes are 13-0-2 in the run, tying the Toronto 
Maple Leafs (12-0-3) for the longest point streak in the NHL 
this season. 

Their winning streak also tied a franchise record, which has 
been accomplished four times, the most recent from Oct. 14-
Nov. 3, 2021, and tied the Vegas Golden Knights for the 
second-longest this season behind the New Jersey Devils 
(13). 

"Like we said this morning, you never really look behind, 
whether you've won 8-9 in a row or you lost eight," Carolina 
coach Rod Brind'Amour said. "It's 'What have you done for 
me lately?' What's important is right in front of you. Those 
are the kinds of things you probably look back on and reflect 
on. It doesn't really matter much right now. It will probably 
mean more at the end of the year when we look back and 
[say], 'That was a good stretch and got us to hopefully where 
we want to be.'" 

"Obviously, there have been a few games this year where 
you felt you haven't been able to make those key saves," 
Raanta said. "And there have been too many goals where 
you've been like, 'Oh, no, why did I do that?' I think that 
comes with too much thinking and too much worrying about 
something now. 

"The mentality today was you wanted to stay more in the 
moment, just worry about what's going to happen next, not 
worry about what happened two minutes ago or what's going 
to happen in five minutes. Big team win, and it's always nice 
to keep the clean sheet." 

Petr Mrazek made an NHL career-high 46 saves for the 
Blackhawks (8-21-4), who have lost nine of 10. 

"It's a little frustrating not to get enough offense to give Petr 
some scoring support he needs," Chicago coach Luke 
Richardson said. "I think we've got to be cleaner. Most of 
those shots were in the first period. I don't know if there's 

much we could have done better than just be a little sharper 
with our breakouts with the puck in the first period. I think 
that was pretty much the game right there." 
 
Martin Necas made it 1-0 at 3:36 of the first period when he 
backhanded the rebound of a shot by Brent Burns from the 
right point. 

Jesper Fast made it 2-0 at 8:53 after a face-off win by Jordan 
Staal. Fast picked up the rebound in the right circle of a shot 
by Brett Pesce and his pass to Staal in front deflected into 
the net off the skate of Chicago defenseman Connor Murphy. 

The Hurricanes outshot the Blackhawks 23-7 in the first 
period, the most shots it has had in a period this season, and 
49-24 overall. 

Chicago opened the second period on a power play and had 
a 5-on-3 advantage for 21 seconds when Fast was called for 
hooking at 1:20. 

"I think we found our legs in the second period, and we were 
lucky that it was only 2-0," Richardson said. "I think the 
power play that started the second, we had a pretty good 
chance or two; we just missed a back door low. [Max] Domi's 
down-the-hatch shot, I think those were two pretty good 
chances 5-on-3, but the power play really didn't generate 
much after that on the 5-on-4s. We just came in too slow, 
and they're too good and strong with their sticks at the blue 
line, so that was kind of frustrating." 

Jordan Martinook increased the lead to the 3-0 at 4:55 of the 
third period with a backhand off a scramble in front of the 
net. 

"We tried to play fast, play in their end," Necas said. "I think 
the first period was really good. Then in the second, we 
didn't have much, but in the third, we were kind of back on 
track." 

Like Brind'Amour, Raanta said they are trying not to get too 
caught up in the winning streak. 

"It's a good confidence booster, but I don't think we're 
worrying too much about the streak," he said. 

NOTES: Necas scored his 15th goal of the season, one shy 
of matching his NHL career high set in 2019-20. … Fast 
(three goals, three assists) and Staal (three goals, five 
assists) each extended his point streak to five games. … 
Burns reached 20 assists for the 13th time in the NHL, tying 
Drew Doughty and Kris Letang for the second-most among 
active players behind Ryan Suter (14). … Chicago has been 
shut out six times this season, including three times in the 
past 10 games. 
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Raanta, Hurricanes beat Blackhawks 3-0 for 9th straight win 
By Bob Sutton 

RALEIGH, N.C. (AP) — Antti Raanta made 24 saves for his 
first shutout since March and the Carolina Hurricanes beat 
the Chicago Blackhawks 3-0 on Tuesday night for their ninth 
consecutive victory. 

Martin Necas, Jesper Fast and Jordan Martinook scored to 
help the Hurricanes extend their franchise-record points 
streak to 15 games. 

“If we keep playing like this, we’re going to get lots of wins,” 
Raanta said. “It’s a good confidence-booster, but I don’t think 
we’re worrying too much about the streak. We just want to 
improve and play good hockey.” 

Raanta, making his third consecutive start, had his 16th 
career shutout. He faced only seven shots in both the first 
and third periods. 

There were dominating stretches for the Hurricanes, so 
Raanta had to make sure he was ready when called upon. 

“It’s almost our trademark here that the first 10, 15 minutes, 
it’s usually at the other end,” he said. “You just try to keep 
yourself warm and focused.” 

The Blackhawks, who were aiming for back-to-back wins for 
the first time since late October, have lost nine of their last 
10. They’ve been shut out in three of those defeats. 

Chicago goalie Petr Mrazek made 46 saves against one of 
his former teams. 

The Hurricanes, who lead the Metropolitan Division, racked 
up their seventh straight win on home ice. This came against 
the team with the worst record in the NHL. 

“We’re supposed to win those games, but you still have to go 
and do it right, and we did,” Carolina coach Rod Brind’Amour 
said. 

The Hurricanes put 23 shots on goal in the first period, a 
season high for any period. They scored twice in the opening 
nine minutes. 

“We were lucky it was only 2-0,” Blackhawks coach Luke 
Richardson said. 

The Hurricanes were pleased that the three-day holiday 
break didn’t interrupt their winning rhythm. 

“For all of us, it’s fun,” Necas said. “Anytime you’re winning, 
it’s fun. We’re just trying to play the game the right way, I 
guess, and it has been working.” 

Necas battled for space in front of the net and was rewarded 
by getting enough stick on the puck to put it in the goal for 
his 15th of the season. He had 14 goals in 72 regular-season 
games a season ago. 

Fast, who picked up his third goal in two games and fifth of 
the season, benefitted when the puck went in off Chicago 
defenseman Connor Murphy. 

Chicago surrendered the first goal for the 27th time in 33 
games. 

“We knew they were fast,” Richardson said. “We just weren’t 
really moving our feet much. I thought we found our legs in 
the second period.” 

Martinook’s ninth goal of the season came at 4:55 of the third 
period shortly after Carolina’s power play expired. 

REPLAY THAT 

The other meeting between the teams also ended in a 3-0 
victory for Carolina. That Nov. 14 game in Chicago had a 
similar theme. 

“This is a team that did it twice to us this year,” Richardson 
said. “They got off to quick starts. Chasing this team, they’re 
a pretty quick team. It’s hard to do.” 

ICE MATTERS 

Paul Stastny picked up an assist on Carolina’s first goal. It 
came on his 37th birthday. He has played 11 games on his 
birthday in his NHL career, collecting seven points in those 
outings. … The Hurricanes hadn’t reached the 23-shot level 
in a first period since April 17, 2021, vs. Nashville. … 
Carolina has recorded four shutouts this season, but this was 
the first on home ice. 

UP NEXT  

Blackhawks: At St. Louis on Thursday night. 

Hurricanes: Host Florida on Friday night. 
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Raanta has 1st shutout since March as Canes top Blackhawks 
RALEIGH, N.C. (AP) — Antti Raanta made 24 saves for his 
first shutout since March and the Carolina Hurricanes beat 
the Chicago Blackhawks 3-0 on Tuesday night for their ninth 
consecutive victory. 

Martin Necas, Jesper Fast and Jordan Martinook scored to 
help the Hurricanes extend their franchise-record points 
streak to 15 games. 

Raanta, making his third consecutive start, had his 16th 
career shutout. He faced only seven shots in both the first 
and third periods. 

The Blackhawks, who were aiming for back-to-back wins for 
the first time since late October, have lost nine of 10, with 
three of those defeats by shutout. Chicago goalie Petr 
Mrazek made 46 saves against one of his former teams. 

CAPITALS 4, RANGERS 0 

NEW YORK (AP) — Marcus Johansson, defenseman Erik 
Gustafsson and Lars Eller scored, and Darcy Kuemper made 
32 saves as surging Washington beat New York for its sixth 
straight road win. 

Conor Sheary had a short-handed empty-net goal for the 
Capitals, who have won 10 of 11 overall and are 13-3-1 
since Nov. 23. 

Kuemper improved to 7-1-0 in eight career games against 
the Rangers with his third shutout this season and the 28th 
of his career. 

New York had won eight of nine and four straight at home. 

SENATORS 3, BRUINS 2, SO 

OTTAWA, Ontario (AP) — Alex DeBrincat was the only 
player to score in the shootout and Ottawa beat Boston to 
snap a three-game skid. 

DeBrincat and Tim Stutzle scored second-period goals for 
the Senators (15-16-3) while Cam Talbot made 49 saves, 
including 26 in the third period alone. 

Jake DeBrusk and Pavel Zacha scored for the Bruins. Zacha 
tied it at 2-2 with 3:33 left in the game. Jeremy Swayman 
made 30 saves for the NHL-best Bruins, whose four-game 
winning streak ended. 

OILERS 2, FLAMES 1 

CALGARY, Alberta (AP) — Connor McDavid scored his 
NHL-leading 31st goal on a power play in the third period 
and Edmonton beat Calgary. 

McDavid’s 16-game point streak (15 goals, 17 assists) is the 
longest active streak in the NHL and one short of his career 
high. 

Tyson Barrie, with his 100th career goal, also scored for the 
Oilers. 

Mikael Backlund scored the lone goal for Calgary, which had 
its four-game point streak snapped.  

Stuart Skinner made 46 stops for Edmonton. Jacob 
Markstrom had 20 stops for the Flames. 

MAPLE LEAFS 5, BLUES 4, OT 

ST. LOUIS (AP) — William Nylander scored on a breakaway 
with 57 seconds left in overtime and Toronto beat St. Louis. 

Justin Holl, Alexander Kerfoot, Calle Jarnkrok and John 
Tavares also scored for Toronto, and Ilya Samsonov made 
30 saves as the Leafs won their third straight to improve to 
10-2-1 in December.  

Jordan Kyrou, Calle Rosen, Ryan O’Reilly and Justin Faulk 
scored for the Blues, who dropped their third straight after 
winning four in a row. 

Toronto’s TJ Brodie was awarded a penalty shot 1:24 into 
overtime after being tripped by Kyrou, but Jordan Binnington 
got his right pad on the puck. Binnington had 32 saves. 

ISLANDERS 5, PENGUINS 1 

NEW YORK (AP) — Mathew Barzal and Anders Lee each 
scored twice, Josh Bailey had a goal and an assist and New 
York beat Pittsburgh. 

Hudson Fasching and Brock Nelson each had two assists 
and Ilya Sorokin made 19 saves in his 100th NHL 
appearance. New York has won two in a row. 

Pierre-Olivier Joseph scored for Pittsburgh and Tristan Jarry 
made 38 saves, but the Penguins fell for the third time in four 
games after starting December with a seven-game winning 
streak. 

STARS 3, PREDATORS 2 

NASHVILLE, Tenn. (AP) — Roope Hintz scored his second 
goal of the game with 52.3 seconds left and Dallas beat 
Nashville. 

Jamie Benn had a goal and an assist and Jake Oettinger 
made 26 saves for the Stars, winners of three of four. 

Filip Forsberg and Yakov Trenin scored and Juuse Saros 
made 30 saves for Nashville, losers of two straight. 

In the final minute, Hintz found a loose puck on the right side 
and fired it by Saros. 

COYOTES 6, AVALANCHE 3 

TEMPE, Ariz. (AP) — Michael Carcone scored in his first 
NHL game, Nick Schmaltz had his second power-play goal in 
two games Arizona ended Colorado’s winning streak at four. 

Shayne Gostisbehere, Lawson Crouse, J.J. Moser and 
Clayton Keller also scored for Arizona, Connor Ingram made 
26 saves and Jacob Chychrun had three assists to reach 
102 for his career. The Coyotes have won two straight and 
are 5-1-1 at home in 5,000-seat Mullett Arena. 

Evan Rodrigues, Cole Makar and Mikko Rantanen scored for 
the Avalanche. Colorado is 6-3-1 since forward Nathan 
MacKinnon went out with an upper-body injury Dec. 5. 
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KINGS 4, GOLDEN KNIGHTS 2 

LOS ANGELES (AP) — Phillip Danault and Viktor Arvidsson 
each had a goal and two assists, Pheonix Copley made 21 
saves to win his fifth straight start and Los Angeles beat 
Vegas. 

Alex Iafallo had a goal and an assist and Gabriel Vilardi also 
scored to help the Kings improve to 5-01 in their past six 
games. 

Michael Amadio scored for the third straight game for Vegas, 
Brayden McNabb had a goal, and the Golden Knights started 
a Southern California back-to-back with their first loss in 
three games. Logan Thompson allowed three goals on 24 
shots. 

WILD 4, JETS 1 

WINNIPEG, Manitoba (AP) — Jared Spurgeon, Mats 
Zuccarello and Frederick Gaudreau each had a goal and an 
assist and Minnesota handed Winnipeg its first-three game 
skid of the season. 

Samuel Walker scored his first NHL goal for the Wild, who 
are 7-1-0 in their past eight games. Sam Steel contributed a 
pair of assists. 

Filip Gustavsson made 31 saves in his 14th game of the 
season for Minnesota. 

Pierre-Luc Dubois scored and Connor Hellebuyck stopped 
24 shots for the Jets, who are 1-4-0 in their last five. 

CANUCKS 6, SHARKS 2 

VANCOUVER, British Columbia (AP) — Bo Horvat had two 
goals and two assists, Spencer Martin stopped 24 shots and 
Vancouver beat San Jose for its third straight victory. 

Ilya Mikheyev had a goal and three assists, and Elias 
Pettersson, Brock Boeser and Quinn Hughes, with his first of 
the season, also scored for the Canucks. They are 7-3 in 
their last 10 games, with all three losses at home. 

Timo Meir scored twice for San Jose and James Reimer 
made 19 saves. Reimer is a victory short of 200 in his NHL 
career. 
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Raanta shuts out Blackhawks, Canes tie franchise record with 9th straight win 
The Carolina extended their franchise-record point streak to 
15 games — while tying the franchise-best win streak at 9 
games — Tuesday evening against the Blackhawks.  

By Alec Sawyer  

Nothing can slow down the Carolina Hurricanes right now.  

Not the Christmas break. Not a polar vortex. And certainly 
not the Chicago Blackhawks. 

Led by a shutout from Antti Raanta — his first of the season 
— the Canes topped the league-worst Blackhawks 3-0 
Tuesday night in PNC Arena, picking up right where they left 
off before the holiday. Martin Necas, Jesper Fast and Jordan 
Martinook scored the goals for the Canes, all of which came 
on net-front, chaos-filled scrambles.  

With the win, the Hurricanes have now won nine straight 
games and scored a point in 15 straight. The point streak 
extends the franchise record, while the win streak ties the 
franchise record for the Canes.  

While he wasn’t exceptionally busy, Raanta was exceptional. 
He stopped all 24 shots faced in the game, making a few 
remarkable saves down the stretch on Jonathan Toews and 
Patrick Kane to preserve the shutout. On the other end of the 
ice, former Hurricane Petr Mrazek made 46 saves on 49 
shots faced.  

There was absolutely no rust from the few days off for the 
Canes, as Carolina got going early to take a 1-0 lead just 
3:36 into the game. The Hurricanes dominated possession 
from the jump, and after Mrazek couldn’t control the rebound 
on a Brent Burns shot, Necas inserted himself into a scrum 
that eventually led to the puck trickling past Mrazek for an 
early goal.  

The Canes put the “create chaos and good things will 
happen” theory to test again a few minutes later, as Fast 

(kind of) made it 2-0 on another whacky goal. Chicago 
defenseman Connor Murphy had a lowlight to forget, as a 
puck deflected off him and took a heavy rebound off Mrazek. 
Fast fired the puck across the crease and it was Murphy with 
the gaffe again, as the puck went off his skate and in to 
double Carolina’s lead.  

But even with the two chaos-induced goals, the Canes 
absolutely deserved their 2-0 lead heading into the first 
intermission. Carolina outshot the Blackhawks 23-7 in the 
opening frame, and the Canes had a 12-1 edge in high-
danger scoring chances and a 21-6 edge in total scoring 
chances.  

The second period was a stark contrast from the first, as the 
Canes struggled and Chicago started to get to its game. The 
Blackhawks outshot the Canes 10-7, as Carolina couldn’t 
attack consistently like it did in the first.  

The bright spot for Carolina in the second was the penalty kill 
— which killed off three penalties including a brief spell at 5-
on-3 — but the Canes also had a shot-less power play mixed 
in, as well.  

The Canes made it 3-0 in the third thanks once again to 
creating chaos around Mrazek and capitalizing on a chance. 
Carolina got the puck in on its former netminder in traffic, and 
a scramble in the crease led to the puck squirting out to 
Martinook, who quickly backhanded it in for the score.  

The Canes controlled the game from there out, with Raanta 
making some big stops in the final minutes to preserve his 
first shutout of the season and third as a member of the 
Carolina Hurricanes.  

Next up for the Canes is a home tilt against the Florida 
Panthers Friday night, as Carolina will look to register the 
first double-digit game win streak in franchise history. 
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Raanta’s shutout against Chicago extends Carolina’s win streak to nine  
By Sam Overton 

Goaltender Antti Raanta turns to cover the puck in the 
Canes' home game against the Winnipeg Jets in PNC Arena 
on Thursday, April 21, 2022. The Canes came from behind 
to win 4-2 over the Jets. 

The Carolina Hurricanes recorded their ninth-straight win by 
defeating the Chicago Blackhawks at PNC Arena on 
Tuesday, Dec. 27. 

Goaltender Antti Raanta recorded his 16th career shutout in 
Carolina’s rousing 3-0 win, making light work of Chicago’s 
offensive line. The Hurricanes (23-6-6) put up 49 shots on 
goal to extend a 14-game point streak to 15 with a dominant 
win over the Blackhawks (8-21-4). 

“[Like] all teams in the league, we had a three-day break,” 
said center Martin Necas. “Obviously, it’s not really fun to 
play after three days off, but it was nice to leave hockey for a 
little bit, think about other things, be with your family. It was 
important to get back — we had a good start, which was 
huge, and a good game.” 

Carolina dominated the first period thanks to a charging 
offense led by Necas, who scored the Hurricanes’ first goal 
of the evening. The 23-year-old thrived alongside right wing 
Andrei Svechnikov for the bulk of his time on the ice. 

A little over five minutes later, right wing Jesper Fast 
strengthened Carolina’s lead to 2-0. Assisted by the dynamic 
defensemen duo of Brady Skjei and Brett Pesce, Fast’s goal 
early in the game gave the Hurricanes extra momentum, 
even though they wouldn’t score their third and final goal 
until the third period. 

“Great start — that’s kinda what put the game in good shape 
for us,” said head coach Rod Brind’Amour. “Hard to get any 
rhythm going through that second, and the third was really 
good.” 

Chicago goaltender Petr Mrazek is owed credit where 
credit’s due — the Czech netminder saved 46 of 49 shots on 
goal, one of Carolina’s highest attempts this season. 

In the end, it was left wing and crowd favorite Jordan 
Martinook who upped the Hurricanes’ lead to a convincing 3-
0. Martinook, who’s seen a resurgence on the ice since 
being placed on waivers Oct. 7, took the golden opportunity 
to put one more past Mrazek and cement Carolina’s win at 
home. 

With this game, the Hurricanes moved to nine consecutive 
wins, matching their franchise record and marking one of 
their best Decembers to date. Should Carolina rally to beat 
the Florida Panthers this upcoming Friday, Brind’Amour’s 
talented squad of players can officially boast yet another 
record. 

“We don’t really look behind [us],” Brind’Amour said. 
“Whether you’d won … eight, nine in a row or you lost eight 
— what have you done for me today? What’s important is 
what’s right in front of you.” 

The Hurricanes will return to PNC Arena on Friday, Dec. 30 
for a rematch against the Florida Panthers. Puck drop is set 
for 7 p.m. 
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Wolves Knock Off Admirals 4-3 
MILWAUKEE—The Chicago Wolves erupted for four goals in 
the second period – two of them from Vasily Ponomarev – 
and went on to defeat the Admirals 4-3 on Tuesday night in 
Milwaukee. 

Josh Melnick and William Lagesson each added goals as the 
Wolves won for the fourth time in their last six games. 
Nathan Sucese and Malte Stromwall each chipped in with 
two assists as the defending Calder Cup champion Wolves 
were victorious in the 300th all-time regular-season meeting 
between the Central Division rivals. 

“We’re starting to understand how we need to play,” Wolves 
coach Brock Sheahan said. “We’re doing it more often. I 
wouldn’t say it’s all the time yet but we’re getting close. It’s 
good to see us execute at that level.” 

Milwaukee opened the scoring when Jimmy Huntington 
struck with one second remaining in the first period. 

It didn’t take long for the Wolves to tie it at 1-1 as Melnick 
notched his sixth goal of the season :08 into the second 
period. The center took a nifty backhanded pass from behind 
the goal from Stromwall and fired a one-timer from the slot 
that beat Admirals goaltender Yaroslav Askarov to the stick 
side. 

Lagesson’s backhander from in close gave the Wolves a 2-1 
advantage a short time later. Noel Gunler earned an assist to 
extend his points streak to five games and Stromwall 
recorded his second helper of the contest. 

The Wolves increased the lead to two on Ponomarev’s team-
leading eighth goal of the season. The center won a draw in 

the offensive zone and soon pounced on a loose puck before 
firing a backhander past the glove of Askarov. Sucese and 
Stelio Mattheos assisted on Ponomarev’s score. 

Milwaukee answered right back on Kiefer Sherwood’s goal 
that cut the Wolves’ lead to 3-2. 

Late in the second, Ponomarev restored the Wolves’ two-
goal advantage when the Russian used a burst of speed to 
wheel around the Admirals goal, won a race to the post with 
Askarov and tucked in a wraparound. Sucese picked up his 
second assist on the play. 

Tim Schaller’s early third-period goal pulled the Admirals to 
within 4-3 but Wolves goaltender Zachary Sawchenko 
blanked Milwaukee the rest of the way. 

“I feel like we’re more connected than we’ve been,” Sheahan 
said. “There’s a lot of hockey left and we need to keep 
getting better.” 

Sawchenko (29 saves) earned the victory for the Wolves 
while Askarov (20 saves) suffered the loss for the Admirals. 

The Wolves improved to 10-14-3-0 on the season while 
Milwaukee fell to 16-10-0-2. 

Up next: The Wolves will host the Rockford IceHogs on 
Friday at Allstate Arena (7 p.m.; My50 Chicago, AHLTV). 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

TODAY’S LINKS 
https://www.newsobserver.com/sports/nhl/carolina-hurricanes/article270423632.html 

https://nsjonline.com/article/2022/12/raanta-blanks-blackhawks-hurricanes-win-9th-straight/ 
https://www.nhl.com/hurricanes/news/recap-canes-tie-franchise-history-with-ninth-conseucutive-win/c-339192574 

https://www.nhl.com/news/chicago-blackhawks-carolina-hurricanes-game-recap/c-339049058 
https://apnews.com/article/sports-chicago-blackhawks-carolina-hurricanes-nhl-hockey-petr-mrazek-5f1aa8ad47eba9ac8a40a4f9b37267da 
https://apnews.com/article/sports-chicago-blackhawks-nhl-hockey-carolina-hurricanes-boston-bruins-8d848aff5f5bbe1178e1c94e3c4bd5d9 

https://www.canescountry.com/2022/12/27/23528800/raanta-shuts-out-blackhawks-canes-tie-franchise-record-with-9th-straight-win 
https://www.technicianonline.com/sports/raanta-s-shutout-against-chicago-extends-carolina-s-win-streak-to-nine/article_7bb9d588-8660-11ed-9a64-

0ff322e63bb4.html 
https://www.chicagowolves.com/2022/12/28/wolves-knock-off-admirals-4-3/ 
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Hurricanes beat Blackhawks, 3-0, behind Antti Raanta’s first shutout of 
the season 

 

Chip Alexander 

6-7 minutes 28/12/2022 

 

After a three-day Christmas break, the Carolina Hurricanes were back at 
it Tuesday at PNC Arena, winning again, beating the Chicago 
Blackhawks, 3-0. 

The Canes, with a strong start, took an early lead, withstood a penalty-
filled second period and finished strong in securing their ninth straight win 
to tie a franchise record. It extended their point streak to 15 consecutive 
games, adding to that franchise record. 

Goalie Antti Raanta, something of a surprise starter, earned his first 
shutout of the season and 16th of his career with 24 saves. It made him 
the game’s first star and had the PNC Arena crowd serenading him after 
the game. 

Canes captain Jordan Staal said he used the break to physically recover 
and Seth Jarvis said it was a good mental break from hockey. Other 
players such as Andrei Svechnikov and Martin Necas said they enjoyed 
having family in town, which was relaxing. 

But refreshed or not, the first game after Christmas can be unpredictable 
and often ragged as players try to get back in beast mode. Some 
become shootouts, others are decided on mental gaffes not usually 
made. 

“With a three-day break, it’s not a lot of fun to play, not after three days 
off,” Necas said. “It was important to get back and have a good start, 
which was huge, and a good game. ‘Rants’ played great and the PK 
(penalty kill) was on point. We’ve just been trying to play the game the 
right way and it’s been working.” 

Staal’s line, making a strong argument as being the Canes’ top line in the 
streak, produced another two goals — wingers Jesper Fast and Jordan 
Martinook scoring. Necas had the game’s first goal, scoring at 3:36 of the 
first. 

The Canes (23-6-6) topped the Blackhawks 3-0 in Chicago in November 
as Pyotr Kochetkov had the shutout, and the rookie goalie seemed slated 
to start again Tuesday. But the decision was made to start Raanta — 
Canes coach Rod Brind’Amour later saying Kochetkov felt “a little off” 
physically. 

Nothing was off about the Canes’ game most of the first period as 
Carolina took a 2-0 lead and kept constant pressure on Blackhawks’ 
goalie Petr Mrazek, who faced 47 shots in the game. 

The Canes were much sharper and had the Blackhawks on their heels, 
outshooting Chicago 23-7 — the most shots by Carolina in a period this 
year. 

“It’s almost our trademark here that the first 10 to 15 minutes are usually 
(played) in the other end,” Raanta said. “You just try to keep yourself 
warm and focused.” 

Necas scored his 15th by swatting a rebound past Mrazek, his former 
teammate and good Czech friend. When Fast followed his third goal in 
the past two games, an early knockout seemed possible. 

Mrazek appeared shaky early, nearly allowing another goal in the first 
after fumbling the puck behind the net. The Blackhawks did a lot of 
chasing in the period as the Canes were quicker to pucks, harder on 
pucks and moved the puck well in transition. 

“Chasing this team, and they’re a pretty quick team, is hard to do,” 
Chicago coach Luke Richardson said. 

But an offensive-zone hooking call against the Canes’ Teuvo Teravainen 
with 20.8 seconds left in the first marred an otherwise dominant period. 
When Fast followed with a hooking call early in the second, the 
Blackhawks had a brief 5-on-3 power play. 

“That took the flow right out,” Brind’Amour said. 

The Canes killed off both penalties, then another against defenseman 
Calvin de Haan, but the ‘Hawks came away with extra jump they 
maintained through most of the second. 

Martinook’s goal, his ninth, came after a fight for the puck in front of the 
Chicago net. With Staal earning an assist, his line has combined for 29 
points in the 15-game streak. 

The Blackhawks (8-21-4), after an eight-game losing streak, went into the 
Christmas break off a 5-2 victory over the Columbus Blue Jackets. But it 
has been a long season, already. 

The Canes are streaking in the other direction 

“We’re not thinking too much about the streaks,” Raanta said. “That’s the 
media hyping it. We just try to go every game to play our best and win 
the game. If we keeping playing like this we’re going to get a lot of wins. 
It’s a good confidence-booster but I don’t think we’re worrying too much 
about the streaks.” 
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The moments to remember from one of the best sporting years in 
memory in the Triangle 

 

Andrew Carter 
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As far as years go, 2022 has to rank among the better ones in Triangle 
sports history. 

There were national championships (hello, N.C. State women’s cross 
country, North Carolina women’s lacrosse and field hockey and N.C. 
Central football). We said goodbye to Coach K. And hello to Drake Maye. 
And a UNC-Duke Final Four game didn’t lead to armageddon, after all. 
The Hurricanes were good (well, maybe until the playoffs) and, for once, 
so was every area ACC football team. 

So yes — not bad, 2022. Not bad, indeed. 

Before looking ahead to 2023, here’s a look back at 10 stories to 
remember from the year that was: 

N.C. State repeats as women’s cross country national champions 

The Wolfpack went almost 40 years without winning an NCAA 
championship in any sport, but State has now won two in the past two 
years, thanks to its dominant women’s cross country program. The 
Wolfpack won the national championship for the second consecutive 
season, and Katelyn Tuohy, a junior, won the individual title and set the 
course record in Stillwater, Oklahoma. And also, Tuohy — who is also a 
national champion in the 5,000 meter — is a junior, and will be back. So, 
too, might Wolfpack next fall. 

Another year, another national championship (or two) for the Tar Heels. 
Dean Smith once said that UNC wasn’t a basketball school as much as a 
women’s soccer school — though, these days, it’s a couple of other 
women’s sports most often winning big. In the spring, the Tar Heels 
women’s lacrosse team won the national championship for the third time 
in the past nine years, and first since 2016. 

And in the fall, UNC’s field hockey team went undefeated and won its 
10th national championship. It was the only way that Erin Matson’s 
collegiate career could’ve ended, and she’ll leave school as perhaps the 
most decorated athlete in any sport in ACC history. After the season, 
UNC coach Karen Shelton announced her retirement after 42 years. All 
10 of the Tar Heels’ field hockey national championships have come with 
Shelton as the head coach. 

While the Wolfpack men’s basketball program continues to flounder — it 
hasn’t won the ACC since 1987 — the Wolfpack women continue to 
show how it’s done. They won the ACC for the third consecutive year and 
finished with a school record 32 victories. State’s double-overtime defeat 
against Connecticut in the Elite Eight — in what was essentially a 
Wolfpack road game — was a classic, even if those teams shouldn’t 
have met until the Final Four (or, certainly not in Connecticut, with the 
Wolfpack as the higher seed). State continues to set the standard for the 
Triangle in women’s basketball, and it has raised local interest in the 
sport as a result. 

A star is born: The Drake Maye edition 

Through the first nine games of the college football season, UNC 
freshman quarterback Drake Maye played as well as anyone in the 
country. He appeared a near lock to be in New York City as a Heisman 
Trophy finalist, until a late-season swoon (both for Maye, and the Tar 
Heels) ended those chances. The good news: He has at least one more 
college season left, and he’ll enter the 2023 season among the Heisman 
favorites. If ever UNC is to break through in football, the time is now. 

A rare season of winning football in the Triangle, and beyond 

College football seasons like the one we just experienced rarely come 
along in the Triangle, if ever. Duke, N.C. State and UNC all finished with 
at least eight victories. Throw in Wake Forest, and the Big Four all had 
winning seasons in the same year for the first time since the creation of 
the ACC. It wasn’t quite as good of a season as it could’ve been — N.C. 
State and UNC still haven’t won the ACC in more than 40 years — but 
it’s rare that the state’s ACC schools are all competitive at the same time. 

A regular season to remember for the Carolina Hurricanes 

If the Hurricanes’ second round playoff exit felt especially unfulfilling last 
summer, it’s because it came after perhaps the best regular season in 
franchise history. The Canes’ 54 victories set a franchise record (so did 
their 116 points) and they won their division for the sixth time. After some 
lean years (OK, about a lean decade), Carolina has established itself as 
a force — and what it delivered most of last winter and spring is worth 
remembering, even if the ending wasn’t. 

A national championship at N.C. Central 

Deion Sanders, as usual, commanded all the headlines. All the attention, 
all the hype. Sanders’ move from Jackson State to Colorado became a 
national story, and he was seeking a storybook sendoff in the Celebration 
Bowl. Someone forgot to tell N.C. Central to play along. The Eagles’ 
spoiled Sanders’ farewell during a dramatic overtime victory, one that 
gave Central its fourth HBCU national championship in football. And yes, 
Eagles coach Trei Oliver acknowledged afterward, sending Sanders on 
his way with a loss made the victory even sweeter. 

Hubert Davis and the Tar Heels finish strong 

Davis packed a short career’s worth of emotion into his first season as 
UNC’s head coach, what with the rough beginning, the slightly less rough 
middle and the flourish, at the end, that will be remembered for decades 
to come. While the Tar Heels’ fickle (and let’s be honest: spoiled) 
basketball fans were ready to bail on Davis last January or February, it 
turned out he was building something lasting, all along. 

Not only did UNC go into Cameron Indoor Stadium and ruin Mike 
Krzyzewski’s final home game at Duke, but then the Tar Heels began an 
improbable run to the Final Four — where they ended Krzyzewski’s 
career in New Orleans. Davis could do nothing else the rest of his 
coaching career and still own two of the most rewarding victories in 
school history. Something tells us there’s a lot more where that came 
from, too. 

A Duke-UNC game with the highest of stakes 

For the longest time a simple yet alluring hypothetical provided a 
tantalizing thought exercise: What if Duke and UNC played each other in 
the Final Four? Would the sporting world as we know it come to an end? 
Would a blue supernova consume all matter? Would a legion of fans, of 
both schools, be able to watch it without the comfort of a nearby 
defibrillator? 

Well, now we know. It’s rare that a game actually exceeds the hype, let 
alone lives up to it. UNC’s victory early last April in New Orleans, a 
victory that wasn’t secure until the final seconds, came in a game that 
exceeded the hype. There were big shots, big moments (none bigger 
than Caleb Love’s deep 3 late in the pivotal moments) and, in the end, 
one last postgame handshake for Coach K. 

No, it didn’t “end the rivalry,” as some joyful UNC fans have claimed. But 
the most memorable game in what’s arguably the best rivalry in sports? 
Yes. It was that, indeed. 

Coach K’s long goodbye 

It did not end with a national championship for Mike Krzyzewski, which, 
given that he’s won more than any coach in college basketball history, 
had to be the ultimate goal. Reaching the Final Four, his 13th in 42 
seasons at Duke, isn’t such a bad consolation. Right or wrong, fair or not, 
the ending, and a second loss to North Carolina in the span of a month, 
is what people will remember about Coach K’s final March (and early 
April). 

Still, he did some of his best work during his farewell during that stretch, 
guiding the Blue Devils to gritty NCAA tournament victories against 
Michigan State and Texas Tech. It’s certainly debatable whether a so-
called farewell tour was the right way to go out, or if it placed an undue 
amount of pressure on his team — especially later in the season. If his 
players didn’t welcome that sort of pressure, then Krzyzewski certainly 
did. 
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His retirement was the story of college basketball last season, and it 
turned every game in the postseason (and his final one in Cameron) into 
must-see TV. He finished with 1,202 victories (1,129 of them at Duke) 
and five national championships. Love him or love to hate him, there’ll 
likely never be another coach with a better combination of success and 
longevity. 
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Matthew Tkachuk: ‘Playoffs starts now’ for underachieving Panthers, sub 
.500 at Christmas 

 

David Wilson6-7 minutes 12/27/2022 

 

The Florida Panthers, they’re not afraid to admit, needed a break -- 
badly. 

“We all felt the same way getting off that plane,” coach Paul Maurice 
deadpanned, still less than four days removed from the Panthers’ 
embarrassing 5-1 beatdown at the hands of the New York Islanders. “It 
was about 5 in the morning when we rolled home. We weren’t looking for 
a back to back.” 

The loss sent Florida (15-16-4) into the five-day Christmas break reeling 
as badly as they have at any point in the past three regular seasons. It 
was a third straight defeat, a fourth in five games, a sixth in eight and a 
seventh in 10, and it sent the Panthers into the holiday with more 
regulation losses than wins, eight points out of postseason position. 

With 47 games left, Florida needed a reset for a whole host of different 
reasons. 

The Panthers needed to get healthy — they went into the break with star 
center Aleksander Barkov and defensemen Aaron Ekblad and Radko 
Gudas all ailing — and they needed to figure out what went wrong across 
a stunning first 35 games of the season. 

A year after winning the Presidents’ Trophy, Florida retooled in the 
offseason — with a new coach, and blockbuster swap of All-Star left wing 
Jonathan Huberdeau and star defenseman MacKenzie Weegar for All-
Star right wing Matthew Tkachuk — with a focus on being better in the 
Stanley Cup playoffs. The idea they’d make it there was almost a 
foregone conclusion. 

It’s a bit of an irony, then, to think about the next four-plus months in the 
way Tkachuk is. 

“Playoffs,” the star forward said, “starts now for us.” 

After Florida’s first post-Christmas practice Monday in Sunrise, there was 
no sense of panic about how the first few months of the season played 
out. Instead, there was a quiet optimism and reason for real belief the 
Panthers can still fight back, and get into the 2023 Stanley Cup playoffs. 

It started with two players donning yellow jerseys on the FLA Live Arena 
ice. Barkov and Ekblad both practiced wearing the non-contact sweaters, 
and Maurice said both could suit up for Florida on Thursday when it hosts 
the Montreal Canadiens. 

Paul Maurice sounds optimistic about Aleksander Barkov and Aaron 
Ekblad for Thursday. They could get the non-contact jerseys off 
tomorrow. 

— David Wilson (@DBWilson2) December 27, 2022 

Barkov’s return was particularly encouraging. The star forward has 
already missed 10 games this year, including the last four before the 
break, and it has made self-assessment a challenge for Maurice. 

The Panthers still have a winning record with their captain in the lineup 
and lost 8 of 10 without him. 

“Just watching practice today,” Maurice said, “that big man moving 
through the middle — there’s not many guys like him in the league.” 

It is, essentially, the sentiment echoed by most of the leaders in the 
locker room. 

Until its skid right before the holiday, Florida believed it was playing well, 
even though it wasn’t necessarily translating to wins. The Panthers 
trusted the results would even out at some point and their strong 
possession and scoring-chance numbers would eventually translate into 
wins, as the expected goals numbers suggested. 

Florida last few games before the break, however, were decidedly 
different. The Panthers lost in expected goals in six of their last nine 
games before the break after only losing in this category eight times in 
their first 36. 

“We believe in ourselves. We know we’re a good enough group to turn 
things around,” said defenseman Radko Gudas, who hasn’t played since 
Dec. 3 because of a concussion, but is on track to return this week. “We 
weren’t happy with the results, but I thought we played good enough 
hockey, so I believe we can get on a roll.” 

With almost 50 games to go, the window for when this roll can start is 
suddenly starting to feel narrow, though. 

The Panthers entered the week with just a 25 percent chance to make 
the Cup playoffs, according to FiveThirtyEight, and no one did more to 
hurt their odds in the last week than Florida 

Just a month ago, the Panthers’ chances sat at 65 percent. A week ago, 
they were at 48 percent. 

“It’s getting down to crunch time,” Tkachuk said. 

The tall task is made even more challenging by a daunting January — 
Florida plays 9 of 15 on the road next month before hosting the 2023 
NHL All-Star Game — and the NHL’s fifth-toughest remaining strength of 
schedule, according to Tankathon.com. 

The Panthers’ next game against the Canadiens, who had the worst 
record in the league last year, is the type of game they’ve given away far 
too often this year and need to start winning. 

If a turnaround is going to happen, it needs to start soon and Florida 
knows it. 

“It’s in our control. The mood is great because we know we have it,” 
Tkachuk said. “We’re not negative. We’re not down on each other. There 
is a ton of belief in this group. All we have to do is come here in a few 
days and showed.” 

Panthers call up Anton Levtchi 

Anton Levtchi, who led Finland’s Liiga in scoring last season, could make 
his NHL debut as soon as Thursday after getting called up from AHL 
Charlotte on Monday. 

The Finnish left wing skated with center Anton Lundell and fellow winger 
Sam Reinhart at practice Monday. 

The 27-year-old forward had seven goals and six assists in 24 games for 
the Charlotte Checkers to start this year. 

To make room for Levtchi, the Panthers sent left wings Grigori Denisenko 
and Givani Smith down to the American Hockey League, also giving 
them space to activate Gudas off injured reserve later this week. 

This story was originally  
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Aaron Ekblad, Sasha Barkov at Florida Panthers Tuesday Practice 

 

George Richards4-4 minutes 12/27/2022 

 

SUNRISE — The Florida Panthers had two of their biggest names back 
at their post-Christmas practice on Tuesday afternoon as Aaron Ekblad 
and Sasha Barkov both skated at FLA Live Arena. 

The two players wore yellow no-contact jerseys. 

Radko Gudas was again a full participant and is expected to return when 
Florida plays host to the Montreal Canadiens on Thursday night. 

Barkov has been out since taking a hit to the knee from New Jersey’s 
Nico Hischier on Dec. 17. Ekblad left Friday night’s game against the 
Islanders with an apparent shoulder injury. 

Following practice, coach Paul Maurice said the status of all three should 
be more clear after Wednesday’s workout at the arena. 

While Barkov and Ekblad were in no-contact jerseys, Barkov was running 
with the top line at times while Ekblad was getting physical. 

Get FHN+ today! 
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“We were pleased to have all of them on the ice and moving,” Maurice 
said. “We should have a good idea at the end of practice tomorrow. It 
was the first real practice back so the guys wore gold so no one would 
get into them. 

“You saw Ekblad did not mind throwing hits. So it is a free pass for them 
because they can hit anyone they want but they cannot be hit. I think that 
comes off tomorrow and if they green light from the trainers, they’ll be 
back.” 

Maurice spoke about the Panthers signifying that Ekblad was ruled as 
“questionable” to return Friday night although he did not. 

“If he’s not able to come back in a game, that’s usually a tell that we’re 
worried about it,” Maurice said. “But by the time he got on the plane that 
night, he was feeling much better. It is something he has dealt with 
before. That’s a good thing because the player knows where he is at with 
it and he felt a bit stronger.” 

The Panthers made a couple of roster moves before the holiday break — 
and more on Tuesday. 

Grigori Denisenko and Givani Smith have been sent back to AHL 
Charlotte while Matt Kiersted, Zac Dalpe and Chris Tierney remain with 
the team. 

Florida also called up former Finnish league scoring champ Anton 
Levtchi from Charlotte after signing him as a free agent this past 
offseason. 

Levtchi, 27, is expected to make his NHL debut on Thursday night. 

He has seven goals and 13 points in 24 games for the Checkers this 
season. 

PANTHERS ON DECK 

MONTREAL CANADIENS AT FLORIDA PANTHERS  

When: Thursday, 7 p.m. 

Where: FLA Live Arena, Sunrise 

TV/Streaming: Bally Sports Florida, ESPN+ 

Radio: WPOW 96.5-FM2; WBZT 1230-AM (Palm Beach); WCTH 100.3-
FM (Florida Keys); SiriusXM 

Panthers Radio Streaming: SiriusXM 932 

Last season: Florida won 3-1 

All-time regular season series: Florida leads 51-38-11, 6 ties 

Up Next for the Panthers: Dec. 30 at Carolina Hurricanes, 7:30 p.m. 

Florida Hockey Now LOADED: 12.28.2022 

1208216 Florida Panthers 

 

After Injury and Sickness, Florida Panthers Get Anton Lundell Back 

 

George Richards4-4 minutes 12/27/2022 

 

The Florida Panthers have been missing numerous top players either 
due to injury or illness the past few weeks. 

Anton Lundell got hit with both. 

Florida’s sophomore center left the Panthers’ game in Vancouver on 
Dec. 1 with a still-undisclosed upper body injury in the first period. 

He came out for two shifts in the second period before leaving that game 
for good. 

Then he got hit with the flu. 

It was a double-whammy that cost him nine games. 

Lundell returned Wednesday against the Devils and played the final two 
games before the Christmas break. 

”I tried to rehab to get back as soon as I could but it did take some time,” 
Lundell said. “I have been working hard with the cardio, skating as well. It 
is fun to be back with the guys, get some chemistry back and go get 
some goals.” 

Get FHN+ today! 

Give the Gift of Daily Coverage of the Florida Panthers: 
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It was a tough time for Lundell who was not able to do much physically 
as he recovered from the illness. 

Lundell was so sick in Seattle, the team left him behind to recuperate a 
few days at the team hotel as they made their way to Winnipeg with a 
stopover in Wyoming. 

He had to fly back to South Florida on his own. 

“It has been a hard couple of weeks and I was not feeling real good,” he 
said. “I am very happy to be feeling better. I love playing hockey and 
sometimes you forget how much fun it is to be healthy and be able to 
play this game. 

“Now I am without pain and I am going to have a smile on my face and 
enjoy playing the game again. Sometimes strange things happen and 
you just have to live with it. I just wanted to get myself healthy and I feel 
good now.” 
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The Panthers have been hurting for some time with the likes of captain 
Sasha Barkov, Lundell, Carter Verhaeghe, Patric Hornqvist, Radko 
Gudas and others missing big chunks of time. 

Florida has pieced its roster back together with players from Charlotte but 
hopes to get Barkov and Gudas for Thursday’s game against the 
Canadiens. 

Aaron Ekblad, injured Friday on Long Island, may be out for the second 
time this season. 

As for Lundell, he was just starting to get his game going when he was 
hurt in Vancouver. 

After going 13 games without a goal, Lundell scored in Florida’s win 
against Boston on Nov. 23 which started a three-game goal streak. 

Lundell has one assist since returning Wednesday night. 

“It has been tough for us but every team goes through something like this 
during the season,” he said. “It is tough having so many guys out of the 
lineup, but it can happen and we as a team have to find a way to win 
games regardless of who is in or out. I feel like we are close, when I 
came back I wanted to bring some positive energy and help our line be 
the best on the ice. It’s right there, we’re super-close and it is only a 
matter of time before the pucks and the chances turn our way.” 

PANTHERS ON DECK 

MONTREAL CANADIENS AT FLORIDA PANTHERS  

When: Thursday, 7 p.m. 

Where: FLA Live Arena, Sunrise 

TV/Streaming: Bally Sports Florida, ESPN+ 

Radio: WPOW 96.5-FM2; WBZT 1230-AM (Palm Beach); WCTH 100.3-
FM (Florida Keys); SiriusXM 

Panthers Radio Streaming: SiriusXM 932 

Last season: Florida won 3-1 

All-time regular season series: Florida leads 51-38-11, 6 ties 

Up Next for the Panthers: Dec. 30 at Carolina Hurricanes, 7:30 p.m. 
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Kuemper makes 32 saves as surging Capitals down Rangers 4-0 

 

Allan Kreda3-4 minutes 12/27/2022 

 

NEW YORK — Marcus Johansson, defenseman Erik Gustafsson and 
Lars Eller scored, and Darcy Kuemper made 32 saves as the surging 
Washington Capitals downed the New York Rangers 4-0 on Tuesday 
night for their sixth straight road win. 

The Capitals have won 10 of their last 11 games and are 13-3-1 since 
Nov. 23, when they entered that night’s game against Philadelphia at 7-
10-3. 

Washington had a 5-on-3 advantage eight minutes into the contest after 
Ryan Lindgren and Chris Kreider were penalized for the Rangers within 
21 seconds. Washington quickly cashed in when Johansson tapped a 
loose puck past Igor Shesterkin at 8:44 for his ninth goal of the season. 
Assists went to Evgeny Kuznetsov and Gustafsson. 

Gustafsson then made it 2-0 with his fifth goal of the season — all in the 
past five games — at 17:01 of the second. The journeyman blueliner had 
his first career hat trick in a 5-2 home win over Toronto on Dec. 17. 

Marcus Johansson and the Capitals get a win on the road.  

Marcus Johansson and the Capitals get a win on the road. (Adam 
Hunger/AP) 

Gustafsson has 19 points (five goals and 14 assists) in 36 games, 
second among Capitals defensemen behind John Carlson, who was 
injured when he was struck in the face with a puck during Friday’s 4-1 
home win over Winnipeg. In the same game, Alex Ovechkin scored twice 
to pass Gordie Howe on the all-time goal-scoring list. 

Eller increased the lead to 3-0 at 19:23 of the second with his seventh of 
the season. 

Conor Sheary added a short-handed empty-net goal at 16:58 of the third, 
his 11th of the campaign. 

Kuemper improved to 7-1-0 in eight career games against the Rangers 
with his third shutout this season and the 28th of his career. The 32-year-
old netminder, who helped the Colorado Avalanche win the Stanley Cup 
last spring before signing a five-year contract with the Capitals in July, is 
10-9-2 this season. 

Kuemper denied a well-directed deflection by Chris Kreider early in the 
second and gloved a chance by Filip Chytil at 5:21. He stopped Julien 
Gauthier from in-close at 12:18. 

In the third, he denied a Rangers power-play early in the period and 
stymied another man-advantage chance for New York with just under five 
minutes remaining. 

Tuesday’s game was only Washington’s seventh against a division 
opponent this season and their first of four against the Rangers. The 
Capitals are 4-2-1 in those contests. 

The Rangers were coming off a 5-3 home win over the Islanders on 
Thursday before the Christmas break. 

New York had won eight of nine and four straight at home. 

NOTES: Washington defensemen have combined for 22 goals this 
season … The Capitals are 20-1-1 when scoring three or more goals this 
season … In addition to missing injured defenseman John Carlson and 
forward T.J. Oshie, Washington scratched defenseman Lucas Johansen 
and forward Joe Snively ... The Rangers scratched defenseman Libor 
Hajek and forward Sammy Blais … The teams meet again March 14 in 
New York, and Feb. 25 and April 2 in Washington. 

Rangers: Visit Tampa Bay Lightning on Thursday. 

Capitals: Host Ottawa Senators on Thursday. 

New York Daily News LOADED: 12.28.2022 

1208246 New York Rangers 

 

Rangers blanked by rival Capitals in first game after break: 'We were 
garbage' 

 

Mollie Walker4-5 minutes 12/27/2022 

 

The Rangers didn’t want to hear any of the excuses they could’ve leaned 
on after getting shut out for just the second time this season Tuesday 
night against the Capitals. 

It wasn’t the rust from their four-day layoff for the holiday break. Nor was 
it the questionable officiating that plagued this matchup for third place in 
the Metropolitan Division standings. The Rangers accepted full 
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responsibility for their uninspired and sloppy showing in the 4-0 loss at 
the Garden, where the fans spent more time booing the referees than 
cheering on their team. 

Puck bounces and penalty calls may not have gone their way, but at the 
end of the day, it doesn’t matter if the Rangers play like they did in this 
one. 

“We were garbage tonight,” head coach Gerard Gallant said bluntly. “We 
didn’t deserve to win. [The refs] had nothing to do with us losing, trust 
me.” 

This was one of those games in which the officials’ presence was felt. 
One phantom call after the next, followed by one missed call after the 
next. Zero consistency and zero precedent, however, are the ways of 
NHL officiating. This is nothing new. It just happened to have a notable 
impact on Tuesday’s matchup. 

A slashing penalty was called on one of the Rangers’ top penalty killers, 
Ryan Lindgren, in the first period on a play the defenseman wasn’t even 
near. Chris Kreider’s soft takedown of Alex Ovechkin 21 seconds later 
probably had more to do with the Capitals star than it did Kreider. 

Still, Washington made the five-on-three advantage count and pulled 
ahead 1-0 at 8:44 of the opening frame. 

Then there was Erik Gustafsson slashing Julien Gauthier’s stick and 
skates, causing the Rangers forward to fall to his knees on his move to 
the net in the second period. No call was made, but the play did briefly go 
under review to ensure the puck didn’t cross the goal line at any point. 

The most egregious officiating blunder of the evening was certainly on 
the Capitals’ second goal, which the Rangers challenged for goalie 
interference. Washington had the numbers in the offensive zone and 
Gustafsson buried the puck on a rebound while Conor Sheary clearly 
skated into the blue paint and made contact with Rangers goalie Igor 
Shesterkin’s pad. 

Ref Michael Markovic skated to the center of the ice and proclaimed 
there was no contact. 

Vitali Kravtsov looks to keep the puck away from Dmitry Orlov during the 
first period of the Rangers' loss.  

Vitali Kravtsov looks to keep the puck away from Dmitry Orlov during the 
first period of the Rangers’ loss. 

Corey Sipkin 

“We didn’t get any breaks tonight from the officials,” Gallant said. “We 
were a lot worse — and I’m not saying that they were — but I thought the 
goalie interference, I mean, he went in the crease. We didn’t put him in 
the crease, he made contact. It wasn’t much contact, but there was 
enough contact for me.” 

Nevertheless, the Rangers didn’t do themselves any favors, either. Plus, 
the Capitals were without forward T.J. Oshie (lower-body injury) and 
John Carlson (upper-body injury). 

To start his postgame press conference, Gallant gave a simple 
assessment of the game: One team showed up ready to win and the 
other team didn’t. When asked about possible rust from the break, 
Gallant pointed out that the Capitals were playing under the same 
circumstances. 

A lot of players didn’t show up to play hard, Gallant said, except for 
Shesterkin, who finished with 26 saves. 

The Rangers also went scoreless on five power-play opportunities. Three 
of those came in the final 20 minutes, and on one the Rangers pulled 
Shesterkin for the six-on-four edge. On that one, Sheary sent the puck 
the length of the ice into the empty net for the shorthanded tally. 

“It is what it is, it’s out of your control,” Trouba said. “Calls go both ways. I 
think that’s an easy copout to blame someone else for something. We 
know we didn’t play a good game here today.” 
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The chance Ben Harpur took to carve out surprising Rangers role 

 

Mollie Walker4-5 minutes 12/27/2022 

 

Ben Harpur had to think long and hard, as well as consult with his family, 
before he accepted his second professional tryout of the season in 
October. 

There was even less security in signing one with the Rangers’ AHL 
affiliate, the Hartford Wolf Pack, and the 27-year-old blueliner had to start 
over in his quest to prove himself to another NHL club. It didn’t work out 
in his first PTO with the Blue Jackets, which was a team Harpur thought 
he would fit with his style of play. 

Harpur never really got a fair shot in Columbus after he was injured in a 
preseason fight with Penguins prospect Jamie Devane, who knocked the 
6-foot-6, 231-pounder out cold. Despite the fact that Harpur worked his 
way back to full strength in the two weeks he was away from the ice, 
Columbus wanted to solidify its lineup since it was late in the preseason. 
Harpur understood that, but it didn’t make getting cut any easier. 

“It was a hard summer,” Harpur told The Post before the Rangers faced 
the Capitals on Tuesday night at the Garden. “I finished in Nashville and 
knew I wasn’t going to re-sign there. I talked to a few teams early on, 
kind of just a waiting game and nothing ended up coming of that. I 
remember, I think it was like a week before training camps opened, and I 
still didn’t have a deal. I talked to a couple teams and New York was 
actually one of them. 

“Ended up picking Columbus, I just felt like there was an opportunity 
there for my style of game. It seemed like they were very interested, so I 
ended up choosing Columbus as my spot on a PTO. I played one 
preseason game and got hurt. Sat there for three weeks, just kind of 
staring at the walls of my hotel room. Then I got cut, went back home and 
New York called me maybe like two days later.” 

Since Harpur hadn’t played since he got hurt, the Rangers 
understandably weren’t willing to commit to a contract without seeing him 
in action. He signed a PTO with Hartford, played 17 AHL games — over 
which he collected three goals and two assists — and ultimately earned a 
one-year, two-way contract worth $750,000 with the Rangers. 

Harpur was warming up for a game with the Wolf Pack when he was 
informed he was getting called up to the varsity. The move corresponded 
with the demotion of fellow defenseman, Zac Jones, who couldn’t take 
hold of the sixth-defenseman role while getting pulled in and out of the 
Rangers lineup. 

Fluctuating in and out of the lineup is something Harpur has experienced 
over his eight seasons playing professional hockey, so it was a role he 
was prepared to step into. 

Read the expert take on the Blueshirts 

Sign up for Larry Brooks' Inside the Rangers, a weekly Sports+ 
exclusive. 

“They told me they wanted to give me a chance to play, just another 
opportunity,” he said. “Lots of ups and downs along the way but it’s been 
a crazy couple months.” 

Harpur skated in his sixth straight game with the Rangers on Tuesday 
night, which is a stretch that Zac Jones had only been afforded once and 
Libor Hajek twice. At the moment, it appears the sixth defenseman job is 
Harpur’s to lose. He’s brought a physical presence to the third defensive 
pairing with Braden Schneider. 
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After repeatedly going back and forth between Jones and Hajek, head 
coach Gerard Gallant has seemingly taken a liking to having Harpur on 
the back end. 

“Steady, steady, steady,” Gallant said of how Harpur has earned his 
trust. “Comes up, he’s a big-bodied guy with a good stick and he’s played 
really well. I didn’t know much about him, played a little bit in Ottawa and 
Nashville in the past that we’ve seen. I think what he’s done with us is 
he’s just been steady and playing solid defensive hockey. I like what he’s 
bringing so far.” 
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What happened to the vaunted Rangers power play? 

 

Larry Brooks7-8 minutes 12/27/2022 

 

Read the expert take on the Blueshirts 

Sign up for Larry Brooks' Inside the Rangers, a weekly Sports+ 
exclusive. 

The narrative that had taken hold since Gerard Gallant’s reign behind the 
bench started last season — and for good reason — is inoperative. 

The Rangers who were insufficient at five-on-five and were carried 
offensively by the power play have ceased to exist. 

Instead, the remodeled Blueshirts, who used 40 different game-opening 
line combinations in the club’s first 35 games leading into the wonderfully 
civilized Christmas recess, rank comparatively higher playing at even 
strength than with the man advantage. 

No one would have expected that. 

By the way, Gallant created 33 line combinations in last season’s first 35 
matches. Neither that total nor this season’s tally includes units that were 
combined mid-game. So the Artemi Panarin-Mika Zibanejad-Vitali 
Kravtsov and Barclay Goodrow-Jonny Brodzinski-Julien Gauthier 
combinations that played the final two-plus periods of the 5-3 victory over 
the Islanders on Dec. 22 are not included in the count. 

The 411 on 5-on-5 

Artemi Panarin #10 of the New York Rangers skates with the puck 
against the New York Islanders at Madison Square Garden on December 
22, 2022. 

Artemi Panarin and the Rangers have become a better even-strength 
team in 2022-23. 

The 2021-22 Rangers improved their five-on-five game proximate to the 
trade deadline with the rental additions of Frank Vatrano, Andrew Copp, 
Tyler Motte and defenseman Justin Braun. The club’s production and 
efficiency improved. 

But before Vatrano was acquired as the first of the fortifications following 
Game 60, the Blueshirts ranked 24th in the NHL at five-on-five in goals-
per-60:00 at 2.26 (thanks, Natural Stat Trick). They ranked 28th in xGF 
(expected goals-for) percentage at 45.85, and their goals-for percentage 
of 50 percent (111 for, 111 against) came in at 17th. 

Hence, the flurry of trades that cost the Blueshirts one first-round draft 
pick, one second-rounder, one third-rounder, a pair of fourth-rounders 
and Morgan Barron, but also propelled the club to the conference finals. 

This season, without any of the rentals and also without free-agent 
departure Ryan Strome, the Rangers will enter Tuesday night’s Garden 
match against the Caps ranked 12th in goals-per-60 at 2.66 and 15th in 

xGF pct. at 51.16. Their goals-for pct. of 53.96 (75 for, 64 against) ranks 
eighth. 

So, despite splitting up Zibanejad and Chris Kreider and also having 
stopped trying to bang the Panarin-Vincent Trocheck peg of a connection 
into a round hole (or perhaps, because of these unanticipated moves), 
the Blueshirts have taken significant strides in their five-on-five game … 
and that is while receiving average goaltending for the first couple of 
months. 

Nothing special about this power play 

Mika Zibanejad #93 of the New York Rangers shoots the puck against 
the Detroit Red Wings at Madison Square Garden on November 6, 2022. 

With Mika Zibanejad sniping away, the Rangers power play has become 
predictable. 

These results may not alter Drury’s approach to the deadline — at or 
around which everyone expects the Rangers to add a known-quantity 
top-six right wing — but it represents improvement and good news. 

Neither of which applies to the allegedly vaunted power play. 

After ranking fourth overall last season while operating at a 25.2 percent 
clip with a dynamic group that was feared, the Rangers sit at 15th at the 
break with a 22.9 percent rate that has provoked tears. That is simply not 
close to good enough for a unit expected to be a game-breaker. 

The four-righty concept has been in place since Thanksgiving of 2019, 
when then-head coach David Quinn constructed a unit including 
Zibanejad, Panarin, Strome and Tony DeAngelo with the lefty Kreider. 
That unit went off at a clip of 29.3 percent from the Christmas break to 
the COVID-related March 11 end of the season. 

New York Rangers center Vincent Trocheck (16) celebrates his power 
play goal against the New Jersey Devils during the second period at 
Madison Square Garden.  

Vincent Trocheck, celebrating a power-play goal against the Devils on 
Dec. 12, is much more shoot-first than Ryan Strome was. 

USA TODAY Sports 

Righty Adam Fox replaced DeAngelo at the top at the start of the 
following season. That unit remained inviolate until Trocheck, another 
righty, stepped in for Strome at the start of this season. 

But with familiarity, the unit has become more predictable and even 
occasionally stale, even if Panarin and Zibanejad essentially exchanged 
places against the Islanders last week with No. 10 moving into the off-
wing, left-circle, one-timer position that he originally held upon joining the 
team in 2019-20. The puck often moves too slowly. The setups are often 
too deliberate and at times telegraphed. 

Strome was more of a facilitator while Trocheck has a shoot-first 
mentality out of the bumper position. Indeed, Trocheck is tied with 
Panarin in power-play shot attempts, trailing Zibanejad, while second in 
shots to Zibanejad. That’s a change. 

Chris wires crossed 

But the most dramatic change as the season has evolved concerns 
Kreider, who led the NHL last season with a franchise-record 26 power-
play goals on his way to a 52-goal season. The league’s most effective 
net-front presence hasn’t gotten anywhere near the touches he did both 
last season and through the first 20 games of this season when the unit 
pretty much ran through him. 

Over the first 10 games, Kreider had 28 attempts on the power play and 
15 shots while being credited by Natural Stat Trick with creating 21 
scoring chances. Over the next 10 matches, Kreider had 16 attempts and 
12 shots while creating 16 scoring chances. So, through 20 games, 
Kreider had 44 attempts and 27 shots while creating 37 scoring chances 
and recording four PPGs. 
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But over the next 15 games that led into the break, the Rangers have 
either been unable to get the puck to Kreider either screening the 
goaltender or at the side of the net, or they have changed the game plan. 
In the past 15 games, Kreider has only 10 power-play attempts and five 
shots while generating nine scoring chances. He has gone 18 straight 
games without a PPG. 

A graphic shows power-play statistics for the New York Rangers' Chris 
Kreider. 

New York Post 

The difference is dramatic. 

Maybe opposing penalty kills are preventing the guys at the top from 
getting shots through to Kreider. Maybe Trocheck’s increased shooting 
mentality as he has gained more comfort on the unit has changed the 
dynamic. Maybe defensemen are doing a better job preventing Kreider 
from getting position. Maybe Kreider hasn’t done as good a job 
establishing that net-front presence. Maybe the Rangers fell head over 
heels for Zibanejad’s one-timer. 

Some of all of the above? Probably. But the fact is that over the past 15 
games, Kreider ranks eighth on the team in power-play attempts per 
60:00. Something is off there. It is imperative the Rangers get Kreider 
more involved. Everyone benefits when he gets his touches around the 
net. 
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Postgame takeaways: NY Rangers lose momentum following Christmas 
break 

 

VINCENT Z. MERCOGLIANO   NHL Writer 

 

NEW YORK - It could easily be chalked up as one off night following an 
extended holiday break, but Gerard Gallant had no interest in that 
excuse. 

The Rangers' head coach was ticked off after Tuesday's 4-0 loss to the 
Washington Capitals at Madison Square Garden and didn't hold back. 

"We were garbage tonight," he said. "We didn't deserve to win." 

Whether it was the four days off or too much Christmas ham, the 
lethargic Blueshirts couldn't carry momentum from their pre-holiday 
surge. After winning eight of nine prior to Santa's visit, they suffered their 
second shutout loss of the season and first since Oct. 26. 

The discouraging result dropped the Rangers (19-12-5) behind the red-
hot Caps into fifth place in the Metro Division. 

"Let's face it: One team showed up ready to win and wanted to win a 
hockey game, and the other team didn't," Gallant said. "I’m really 
disappointed in our group tonight. We played soft." 

The Rangers seemed out of sync, with many of the passes they were 
stringing together earlier this month failing to connect. And when they 
were in position to finish, the scoring touch that had resurfaced in recent 
weeks was nowhere to be found. 

Their puck management and defense was leaky, too, with familiar 
neutral-zone turnovers fueling the Capitals' transition game. Goalie Igor 
Shesterkin withstood much of the pressure, but a pair of odd-man rushes 
late in the second period doomed the Rangers. 

"That wasn’t us," captain Jacob Trouba said. "I just thought it was sloppy. 
It wasn't as crisp as we were before. The moving and the jump wasn't 
there." 

"One game coming off the break or not, you're going to have games like 
that throughout the season," he added. "Just address it, understand it, 
don't let it snowball and get back to the game we know how to play." 

Offensive no show 

The Capitals opened the scoring with a power-play goal following two 
penalties on the Rangers in a span of 20 seconds. 

Ryan Lindgren was called for slashing and Chris Kreider for holding, 
giving Washington a five-on-three advantage that led to a goal from 
Marcus Johansson. In reality, the last person to touch the puck was 
Trouba, who accidentally pushed it past Shesterkin after a Johansson 
whacked at a rebound to give the Caps a 1-0 lead 8:44 into the game. 

The Rangers had ample chances to tie the score, including 32 shots and 
five unsuccessful power plays, but couldn't convert any of them. 

"We looked sloppy everywhere, even the power play," Gallant said. "We 
were missing shots, missing the net a lot. We just had a bad game." 

Washington's neutral-zone trap system gave the Rangers fits, as they 
effectively clogged up the middle of the ice and waited for any mistake 
they could pounce on. 

The Blueshirts had no answer, repeatedly trying to force their way 
through high-traffic areas rather than adjusting. 

"I feel like we kind of played into their hands," Mika Zibanejad said. "It's 
obviously frustrating when you don't get anything going. You try to make 
maybe a little bit more of a high-risk play to get through and try to get 
something going. We kind of got a little stale... and we don't do a good 
enough job of getting enough pucks behind them." 

The turning point 

Where the game really turned was late in the second period, when Erik 
Gustafsson and Lars Eller scored in a span of 2:22 to push the 
Washington lead to 3-0. 

Both came off odd-man rushes that led to easy opportunities for the 
Caps. 

Gustafsson capitalized on Vincent Trocheck getting hit with a puck and 
slowing limping off the ice, with the delayed line change leaving the 
Rangers vulnerable on the back end. Shortly thereafter, Eller attacked 
the slot directly after a neutral-zone turnover from Trocheck. 

The Gustafsson goal sparked some controversy, as Conor Sheary 
appeared to enter the crease and make contact with Shesterkin just 
before the shot. Gallant challenged the play, but the official review 
determined it was a good goal. 

"I mean, (Sheary) went in the crease," Gallant said. "We didn't put him in 
the crease. He made contact. There wasn't much contact, but there was 
enough contact for me." 

Missed calls, but would they have changed the outcome? 

Prior to the pair of Washington goals, a non-call may have cost the 
Rangers a chance to tie the game. 

Julien Gauthier, who was one of the only New York players to make a 
positive impact Tuesday despite logging a team-low 9:06 time on ice, 
shook loose for a breakaway and may have been tripped from behind. 
He still got the shot off, which was saved by an especially sharp Darcy 
Kuemper, but had to do so from his knees. 

Gauthier was even more clearly tripped right in front of the Caps' net by 
Matt Irwin in the third period, but again there was no call. 

"We didn’t get any breaks tonight from the officials," Gallant said. "They 
had a tough game. ... I didn't think they were great, but they had nothing 
to do with us losing the hockey game." 

More line juggling 
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In an attempt to spark his team, Gallant promptly juggled lines he had 
just put together. 

Vitali Kravtsov's first start on the top line with Artemi Panarin and 
Zibanejad didn't even last two periods. Late in the second, Zibanejad was 
reunited with longtime linemate Kreider, with Gauthier and Barclay 
Goodrow rotating at right wing. 

Panarin moved down to play with Trocheck and Kaapo Kakko, with 
Alexis Lafrenière, Filip Chytil and Jimmy Vesey forming a new third line. 
That sent Kravtsov back to the fourth line − yet another sign that Gallant 
isn't going to give him much leash when it comes to top-six opportunities. 

The coach was clearly looking for a spark, but even he admitted his 
attempt was fruitless and lacking purpose. 

"I didn’t know what to do," he said. "I scrambled the lines again." 

Vincent Z. Mercogliano 
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NY Rangers projected lineup: Vitali Kravtsov's top-line opportunity has 
arrived 

 

VINCENT Z. MERCOGLIANO   NHL Writer 

 

TARRYTOWN - Vitali Kravtsov spent Christmas Day at Artemi Panarin's 
house. 

Now he'll spend the New York Rangers' first game following the holiday 
break on Panarin's opposite wing. 

"It feels like things are going the right way," Kravtsov said following 
Tuesday's morning skate at the MSG Training Center. "Everything is 
going better, but I’m trying to just take it step by step." 

Four days after his 23rd birthday, the 2018 first-round pick is getting a gift 
that could propel him to finally solidify an NHL role. 

He was moved up to the top line with Panarin and Mika Zibanejad during 
Thursday's 5-3 win over the New York Islanders and will begin Tuesday's 
7 p.m. home game against the Washington Capitals in that same right-
wing spot. 

"For sure," Kravtsov said when asked if that opportunity fuels his 
confidence. "When you play on the first line, they push you forward. I try 
to match their level." 

A combination of injuries and healthy scratches limited the Russian 
forward to playing in only 10 of the Rangers' first 30 games, raising 
questions about a perceived lack of trust from head coach Gerard 
Gallant. 

After weeks of wondering when he'd get another opportunity, Kravtsov 
was reinserted in the lineup for the Dec. 15 win over the Toronto Maple 
Leafs. Tuesday will mark his sixth straight appearance − that's a season 
high − but first where he'll begin in the coveted top-line slot. 

Gallant previously hinted at moving him up, but explained that he wanted 
the young winger to earn a promotion from the fourth line. 

"You’ve got a plan," he said. "You sort of put things out, but you want 
people to deserve stuff. I think he's worked hard. ... He's played pretty 
good hockey." 

Another part of the equation is Gallant's strong faith in veteran Barclay 
Goodrow, who had been occupying the No. 1 RW spot prior to Thursday. 
He's been steady and productive, with five points in his last four games. 

But three of those points came against the Isles after being moved to the 
fourth line with Jonny Brodzinski and Julien Gauthier. 

"It was a good switch," Gallant said with a smile. "You can put (Goodrow) 
anywhere and he does his job." 

Goodrow's impact on that line, coupled with the extended offensive zone 
time generated by the Panarin-Zibanejad-Kravtsov trio, convinced the 
coach to stick with those combinations coming out of the four-day break. 

Gallant reserved the right to switch back, particularly in late defensive 
situations − "Last minute of the game, you know (Goodrow) is going to go 
up there," he said − but the small-sample-size returns of the new-look top 
line have been encouraging. 

In 12:52 time on ice together, Panarin, Zibanejad and Kravtsov have out-
chanced opponents, 13-1, according to Natural Stat Trick. Seven of 
those scoring chances registered as high danger, with Kravtsov 
converting one into his second goal of the season, while they haven't 
allowed any. 

"It’s not my confidence," Gallant said when asked why he's comfortable 
bumping Kravtsov up now. "It’s him getting confidence. We know what he 
can do. We know he's skilled and talented, but do it consistently. ... He 
hasn't played a lot of NHL games. It’s not like the other kids. They've got 
around 200 games under their belt now and they're playing good hockey. 
But Kravy hasn't played a lot of NHL games, so go in there and do the 
job and play well. We'd like to see him play well on that line. It would be a 
big boost for our hockey team." 

For Kravtsov, who has played only 49 games total the last two seasons 
between the NHL and KHL, he believes that confidence comes from 
regaining his feel for the game. 

"It’s just about timing and where I have to be – those kind of things," he 
said. "I feel good with my conditioning. I’m not tired on the ice, which is 
good." 

His improved outlook was apparent in his sense of humor. When 
discussing how he's progressing, he quipped, "I’m not falling that much" 
− a lighthearted reference to a couple of instances when he got hurt 
earlier this season. 

The path to the top line has included several twists, turns and injuries, 
but it's finally landed Kravtsov in a desirable place. All the while, he's 
worked closely with Panarin − they're often spotted working on setups 
either before or after practice − and leaned on him for advice, 
companionship and Christmas dinner. 

It's as if they knew this day would come. 

"It’s hard to be here alone," Kravtsov said. "He helps me a lot, along with 
(Igor Shesterkin)." 

NY Rangers (19-11-5) projected lineup: Game 36 vs. Washington 
Capitals (19-13-4) 

When: Tuesday, Dec. 27 at 7 p.m. 

Where: Madison Square Garden 

TV/Radio: MSG 2/ESPN 1050 AM 

 

Forwards 

Top line ⊳ Artemi Panarin (LW) ⋄ Mika Zibanejad (C) ⋄ Vitali Kravtsov 
(RW) 

Second line ⊳ Alexis Lafrenière (LW) ⋄ Filip Chytil (C) ⋄ Kaapo Kakko 
(RW) 

Third line ⊳ Chris Kreider (LW) ⋄ Vincent Trocheck (C) ⋄ Jimmy Vesey 
(RW) 
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Fourth line ⊳ Jonny Brodzinski (LW) ⋄ Barclay Goodrow (C) ⋄ Julien 
Gauthier (RW) 

Defensemen 

Top pair ⊳ Ryan Lindgren (L) ⋄ Adam Fox (R) 

Second pair ⊳ K'Andre Miller (L) ⋄ Jacob Trouba (R) 

Third pair ⊳ Ben Harpur (L) ⋄ Braden Schneider (R) 

Goalies 

Starter ⊳ Igor Shesterkin 

Backup ⊳ Jaroslav Halák 

Healthy scratches: F Sammy Blais and D Libor Hájek 

Vincent Z. Mercogliano 
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Steady Ben Harpur in lineup again for Rangers' defense 

 

By Colin 
Stephensoncolin.stephenson@newsday.comColinSNewsdayUpdated 
December 27, 2022 11:37 pm2-3 minutes 12/27/2022 

 

Rangers coach Gerard Gallant stayed with the same lineup for the 4-0 
loss to the Washington Capitals in the Blueshirts’ return to action from 
the Christmas break Tuesday night at Madison Square Garden. 

That meant defenseman Ben Harpur was in the lineup for a sixth 
consecutive game, which was something that was unexpected for the 6-
6, 231-pounder, whom the Rangers called up from AHL Hartford on Dec. 
3. 

“When I first got called up, I thought it was more of an opportunity to get 
a younger guy (Zac Jones) to play some games down in Hartford instead 
of, you know, sitting in the press box here,’’ Harpur said after the 
Rangers’ morning skate Tuesday. “And me being a bit older now, I’d 
come up and be the seventh ‘D,’ and that’s what my impression was.’’ 

That was what Gallant said the plan was at the time. Jones was sent to 
Hartford, and Libor Hajek was going to get a run. But after the Dec. 12 
win over the Devils, Gallant decided to put Harpur in the next game, 
against the Toronto Maple Leafs. He hasn’t come out of the lineup since. 

Harpur, who signed with the Rangers as a free agent on Oct. 27 and 
played 17 games at Hartford, entered Tuesday with one assist in his five 
games, a plus/minus rating of even, and two penalty minutes. 

Notes & quotes: Hajek and LW Sammy Blais were the Rangers’ 
scratches . . . Gallant changed up his forward lines late in the second 
period, and kept mixing things up in the third. After starting with a top line 
of Artemi Panarin, Mika Zibanejad and Vitali Kravtsov, he ended with a 
top line of Chris Kreider, Zibanejad and Barclay Goodrow. 

The second line, which had been Kreider, Vincent Trocheck and Jimmy 
Vesey, ended up being Panarin, Trocheck and Kaapo Kakko. 

The third line ended up as Alexis Lafreniere, Filip Chytil and Vesey. 

“I didn’t know what to do,’’ Gallant said. “Disappointing. Really 
disappointing.’’ 

Colin Stephenson 

Colin Stephenson covers the Rangers for Newsday. He has spent more 
than two decades covering the NHL and just about every sports team in 
the New York metropolitan area. 
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Rangers fall to Capitals, drop in Metropolitan Division standings 

 

By Colin 
Stephensoncolin.stephenson@newsday.comColinSNewsdayUpdated 
December 27, 2022 11:33 pm4-5 minutes 12/27/2022 

 

The excuse was there for the Rangers to lean on — that their stunning, 
4-0 loss to the Washington Capitals on Tuesday night at Madison Square 
Garden could have been chalked up to them being out of sorts after 
coming back from four days off for the NHL’s Christmas break. 

But Gerard Gallant, the Rangers coach, wasn’t having it. 

“Let’s face it, the one team showed up ready to win and wanted to win a 
hockey game,’’ he said. “And the other team didn’t.’’ 

The Capitals, Gallant pointed out, were coming off their Christmas break, 
too. And the coach also didn’t want to hear about how maybe the officials 
may have missed a call or two that hurt the Rangers. 

“We didn’t get any breaks tonight from the officials,’’ Gallant said. “(But) 
we were garbage tonight. We didn’t deserve to win. They (the officials) 
had nothing to do with us losing, trust me. I didn’t think they were great, 
but they had nothing to do with us losing the hockey game.’’ 

Marcus Johansson scored on a five-on-three power play in the first 
period, Erik Gustafsson and Lars Eller scored in the final three minutes of 
the second period, Conor Sheary scored into an empty net late in the 
third, and goaltender Darcy Kuemper stopped 32 Rangers shots as 
Washington won for the 10th time in their last 11 games to improve to 20-
13-4 and leapfrog both the Rangers and Pittsburgh Penguins to move 
into third place in the Metropolitan Division. 

The Rangers, who fell to 19-12-5 (43 points) weren’t thrilled with the 
penalty call against Ryan Lindgren or the one against Chris Kreider that 
put them down two men for 1:40, but the goal that was credited to 
Johansson looked as though it was actually put into the net by Rangers 
defenseman Jacob Trouba as he tried to clear the rebound of a shot by 
Evgeny Kuznetsov that had been saved by Igor Shesterkin. 

Still, after that goal, the Rangers were in the game until late in the second 
period. Shesterkin, who made 26 saves in the game, was doing amazing 
things to keep his team in the contest, including an incredible glove stop 
on an effort by Johansson on a Washington power play, with 1:40 left in 
the second period and the Rangers down 2-0. But the two Caps goals in 
the final 2:59 of the second period were too much to overcome. 

But according to second-year defenseman Braden Schneider, the game 
wasn’t as close as the score made it look, at that point. 

“Fortunately, for us, Shesty was holding us in there,’’ Schneider said. 
“And yeah, two goals late in the period, they deflate you. But I thought 
they probably could have got a few more, to be honest, in that period.’’ 

The Caps went up 2-0 when Gustafsson scored on a rebound at 17:01 of 
the second period. The Rangers challenged the play, alleging Sheary 
had interfered with Shesterkin while the goalie was in the crease as 
Gustafsson’s shot was going in. The officials reviewed the play on video, 
but concluded there was no interference. Gallant disagreed with that 
ruling. 
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“There was goalie interference,’’ Gallant said. “I mean, (Sheary) went in 
the crease. We didn’t put him in the crease. He made contact. It wasn’t 
much contact, but there was enough contact for me.’’ 

Eller scored with 36.2 seconds remaining in the period to make it 3-0, 
and that one hurt, Gallant admitted. Still, Trouba, the Rangers’ captain, 
expected more fight from his team in the third. 

“I thought we could come out in the third and respond a little bit better,’’ 
Trouba said. “There isn’t a whole lot to say — just a sloppy game. We 
can’t keep playing that game. When we play with the intensity that we did 
going into the break, I think we know what kind of team we can be. That 
(Tuesday night) wasn’t us.’’ 

Colin Stephenson 

Colin Stephenson covers the Rangers for Newsday. He has spent more 
than two decades covering the NHL and just about every sports team in 
the New York metropolitan area. 
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Vincent Trocheck starting to get into the swing of things for Rangers 

 

By Colin 
Stephensoncolin.stephenson@newsday.comColinSNewsdayUpdated 
December 27, 2022 6:00 pm4-5 minutes 12/27/2022 

 

Sometimes, it doesn’t click right away with a new team. It takes a little 
time to adjust, to feel comfortable. 

That’s how it was with Vincent Trocheck when he came to the Rangers. 
He didn’t make immediate magic with his new linemate, Artemi Panarin, 
and he struggled adapting to the Rangers’ defensive system, which was 
based on zone concepts, as opposed to the man-to-man he’d played with 
the Hurricanes in Carolina. 

But as the Rangers kicked off their post-Christmas schedule Tuesday 
night at Madison Square Garden against Alexander Ovechkin and the 
Washington Capitals, things were coming around for Trocheck, as they 
have been for the Rangers. 

“It took a little adjusting in the beginning of the year, and the team was 
struggling a little bit, but it seems like we're finding our stride the last few 
weeks,’’ Trocheck said after the Rangers’ morning skate Thursday. 

The Rangers had won eight of their last nine games before the Christmas 
break, and Trocheck, who’d signed a seven-year, $39.375 million 
contract with the Rangers as a free agent during the summer, finished 
out the pre-Christmas schedule on a six-game point streak, in which he 
had three goals and seven assists. 

In that period, he’d also played to a plus/minus rating of plus-4, which 
brought his season’s plus/minus figure down to a minus-5, after he’d 
been a minus-9 in the season’s first 29 games. Before the break, 
Rangers coach Gerard Gallant explained that Trocheck had struggled 
coming from Carolina’s man-to-man system, into the Rangers’ zone 
system. He’d seen Trocheck doing too much chasing of opposing players 
in the early going, he said. 

Trocheck agreed. 

“Yeah, yeah, for sure,’’ he said. “You get used to playing a certain way 
for the last two-and-a-half, three years. When you play man-to-man, 
you're sticking with a guy you get onto whenever you come into the ‘D’ 
zone. If you lose that guy, then it's usually in trouble in a man-to-man 
system. 

“To come into a zone (system), and having that in the back of your head, 
like 'I can't leave my guy,' realistically, you don't have a guy,’’ he said. 
“You're playing, kind of, centerfield, as a centerman. So you’ve got to get 
used to being able to let that one guy go, and find someone else, and 
kind of stay in the middle.’’ 

Once he finally was able to shed his habit of playing defense the Carolina 
way, that helped him at that end of the ice, Trocheck said. Meanwhile, at 
the other end, his separation from Panarin, and his placement between 
his youth hockey teammate Jimmy Vesey and fellow Boston guy Chris 
Kreider, is helping as well. 

Trocheck has talked about how, style-wise, he finds it easier to play with 
Kreider and Vesey, who are straight-line, north-south players, as he is. 
And the numbers seem to reflect that. As a duo, the combination of 
Trocheck and Panarin, with a number of different right wings, had been 
outscored 14-11 and outshot 165-134 in 301:27 of 5-on-5 ice time, 
according to the analytics website Natural Stat Trick. 

Meanwhile the line of Kreider, Trocheck and Vesey had played 87:03 at 
5-on-5, and while the trio had been outshot 40-35, it had outscored 
opponents 4-3, and had one more scoring chance (31-30) and one more 
high-danger chance (13-12) than opponents. The line also had a slightly 
higher Expected Goals For rate (2.74) than Expected Goals Against rate 
(2.52), according to the site. 

Whether the four days off over Christmas will might serve to cool the 
Rangers down a little or not, Trocheck said he was confident the team is 
beginning to live up to its preseason expectations. 

“I think that the firepower is there,’’ he said. “The ability to score four or 
five goals in the game is starting to come out now. Our power play's been 
playing really well. I think this team is starting to pull together at both 
ends of the Ice.’’ 

Colin Stephenson 

Colin Stephenson covers the Rangers for Newsday. He has spent more 
than two decades covering the NHL and just about every sports team in 
the New York metropolitan area. 
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Rangers return from break and lay an egg: ‘We were garbage tonight’ 

 

Arthur Staple6-7 minutes 12/27/2022 

 

The Rangers can’t shift the blame for this one. Referees Kyle Rehman 
and Michael Markovic were bad on Tuesday night, but the Rangers were 
far worse, especially during a three-minute stretch late in the second 
period that turned a 1-0 Capitals lead into a 3-0 goodnight kiss. 

Sure, the four-day holiday break played a part. The Rangers left the 
Garden on Thursday night and headed their separate ways, only 
reconvening on Tuesday morning for a skate prior to the game. But, as 
was noted plenty after the loss, the Caps had the same break and the 
same time frame to reconvene. 

“One team showed up ready to win a hockey game and the other didn’t,” 
head coach Gerard Gallant said. 

It’s our job to pick these things apart, so we’ll do that below. But it’s hard 
to read too much into this one given the circumstances and the collective 
egg-laying — the Rangers haven’t played a game this dispiriting in 
almost a month, not since the 5-2 loss to the Hawks that had a much 
bigger sideshow element. 
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They were 8-1-0 since that game, so this only becomes a problem if the 
Rangers can’t shake off the rust before Thursday in Tampa. They outshot 
the Caps 70-41 as well and not all of that was after the Rangers were 
down multiple goals. The Rangers missed the net 23 times, showing just 
how much sharpness they were missing. 

“We were garbage tonight and didn’t deserve to win,” Gallant said. 

Some thoughts after that clunker: 

The standings 

The most worrisome thing from Tuesday was checking the East 
standings afterward. The Hurricanes won yet again, the Islanders did a 
bigger number on the Penguins than the Caps did to the Rangers and 
now there are just four points separating second in the Metro from sixth, 
with the Rangers holding down the last wild-card spot by a point over the 
Isles. 

That should be the biggest slap across the face to the Rangers. Their 11-
10-5 start to the season may be (mostly) in the rearview mirror but it has 
a lasting effect. There is zero margin for error from now until the end of 
the season. The three hottest teams in the league are the Canes (9-0-1 
last 10), Caps (9-1-0) and Rangers (8-2-0). The Penguins (7-2-1) are 
right behind. And yet one bad loss can stop you cold and put you back in 
the playoff danger zone, even with more than half a season left to play. 

The next five games are all against East opponents. 

The captain 

Jacob Trouba, like his team, has been trending upward since that first 
Hawks game when he threw two big hits, fought twice and yelled at his 
own teammates. Tuesday was a step back for him. Trouba fumbled a 
rebound basically into his own net on a Caps five-on-three that opened 
the scoring. 

Good guys get on the board first! pic.twitter.com/U7MGfoHHuA 

— Washington Capitals (@Capitals) December 28, 2022 

We’d gotten away from the “every mistake he makes ends up in the 
Rangers net” bit for a while. He was also on for Lars Eller’s backbreaker 
with 35.7 seconds left in the second and, though Trouba backed in too 
much as Eller charged through the high slot, Trouba’s teammates were 
even bigger culprits there — Vincent Trocheck had a soft turnover and 
there was a lot of reaching as Eller weaved into good shooting position. 

Still, something to keep an eye on with Trouba, who has had more nights 
like Tuesday than not this season. 

The challenge 

Even Gallant got in on the ugly action with a very iffy challenge for goalie 
interference on the Caps’ second goal. No doubt Conor Sheary went 
through the blue paint and made contact with Igor Shesterkin just before 
Erik Gustafsson snapped a rebound home, but the NHL’s Situation Room 
determined there was no goalie interference. As Gallant said, “We didn’t 
put him in the crease (and) he made contact.” 

It’s easy to see why Gallant went for the challenge there. His team wasn’t 
making much happen and keeping it 1-0 with a challenge win maybe 
energizes the group. The Rangers did kill off the resulting failed-
challenge minor, but then Eller’s goal killed any momentum that could 
have developed from there. 

The officiating 

It was bad, both ways. Julien Gauthier was invisible to Rehman and 
Markovic on two separate clear infractions, the first one definitely the 
biggest black mark against the refs on the night. Gauthier blew past 
Gustafsson, who whacked at Gauthier’s stick and caught Gauthier’s boot 
on the follow-through. Slashing, tripping, whatever you want — it’s a 
penalty that Rehman just stared at. Toronto called down to review 
whether the resulting shot by Gauthier crossed the goal line and 
apparently some of the puck also did. 

Imagine if it had gone in and the Caps challenged for goalie interference. 
Since Rehman deemed there was no penalty by Gustafsson maybe he 
would have decided Gauthier ended up bumping Darcy Kuemper all on 
his own? Gallant would have lost his mind. 

But, as Trouba and his coach pointed out, the bad officiating didn’t force 
the Rangers’ hands. “We all know in here we weren’t good enough,” 
Trouba said. 

The next step 

Does Gallant burn the tape or play it back to remind the team what was 
lacking? It’s a great dilemma. Gallant isn’t one to stay mad, but he could 
shuffle his lines yet again and perhaps reunite Mika Zibanejad and Chris 
Kreider or drop Vitali Kravtsov back down after a disappearing act on 
Tuesday. Ryan Carpenter had a hat trick for Hartford on Tuesday, giving 
him seven goals in eight AHL games. He wants back into the Rangers 
lineup quite badly. So maybe there’s a change coming at the bottom of 
the lineup. 

But it’s doubtful that the Rangers or their coach dwell on this one. It was 
a stinker from top to bottom. Can’t hang onto it too long. 
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NHL99: Chris Pronger’s objective on the ice wasn’t ‘to make friends,’ but 
to win 

 

Sean Gentille 

11-13 minutes 28/12/2022 

 

Welcome to NHL99, The Athletic’s countdown of the best 100 players in 
modern NHL history. We’re ranking 100 players but calling it 99 because 
we all know who’s No. 1 — it’s the 99 spots behind No. 99 we have to 
figure out. Every Monday through Saturday until February we’ll unveil 
new members of the list. 

A few days before Christmas, somewhere in a Nashville hotel, Chris 
Pronger is swearing at me. We’ve been on the phone for 59 seconds. It’s 
the first time we’ve ever spoken. 

Pronger knows why I called. We made a list, I’d told him, and he was on 
it. There was a panel. A bunch of people voted. I was one of them. And 
the end results put him — the prototypical No. 1 defenseman, a vital bit 
of connective tissue between eras and the owner of an edge pronounced 
enough to, for some, blot out bits of his greatness  — at No. 35. 

“Oh,” he says, “What the f—?” 

Before The Word crosses his lips, I know why he’s mad, and I’m ready 
for it. 

“You were higher on my ballot. That’s why…” 

He cuts me off. “Uh-huh. That’s what they all say.” Sure, I tell him, but it’s 
true, and that it might’ve been part of the reason I drew this particular 
straw. 

“Yeah. ‘Cozy up to him and he won’t yell at you too much.’ And you can 
tell ’em I said that to you. I’m sure that’s the reason.” He’s cackling now, 
and he calls my editors “bastards.” 

He’s right about the first part, and I tell him so. Every conversation like 
ours has its challenges, and one of mine is to not get the roastmaster 
treatment from one of the best to do it. 

He corrects me. “Roasted again.” 
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The elephant in the room for every discussion about Pronger’s legacy — 
including ones that he’s participating in — is the mean streak. Or the 
“borderline play.” Or the dirty stuff. Or the filthy stuff. Dean McAmmond 
and Ryan Kesler might have gotten the worst of it, but there’s no real way 
to be certain. Plenty of his opponents have gone on the record about it. 
Some even now, in their 40s and 50s, refuse to do the same. 

Pronger is divisive and he will be for as long as hockey is played. It’s a 
bed he’s made for himself. By and large, he’s comfortable sleeping in it. 

Ideally, he says his game would be foregrounded a bit more. It’d at least 
come up more quickly than, say, his elbows. 

“That’s the first thing that everybody talks about, you know? I prided 
myself on my first pass. I prided myself on quick, clean exits out of our 
zone,” he says. “I think if you asked my teammates, they’d probably say 
the same things.” 

Sure would. And they’d say more. Pronger himself, in this spot, 
undersold his impact; the man was a 6-foot-6 all-situations battleship, a 
triple-gold winner and the first (and only) defenseman since Bobby Orr to 
win the Hart Trophy, in 1999-2000 with the St. Louis Blues. Success 
followed him, and it wasn’t by mistake. A nice first pass is important; it 
also didn’t come up in his Hockey Hall of Fame biography. 

“Prongs had a great feel for the temperature of the game. He could 
change it with a big hit, a big play, a fight. If you were a GM or a coach 
and made a list of the things you needed and wanted from a No. 1 
defenseman, I’m not sure Chris is missing any,” Blues teammate Al 
MacInnis told Eric Duhatschek in 2015. MacInnis, you’ll recall, is also on 
this list. 

“(His passing) and puck-handling skills, man, they were elite,” MacInnis 
said. “I played mostly special teams with Prongs, power play and penalty 
killing, and he was so good with the puck — he could hit the open guy, 
no problem at all. He had physicality, a great stick, hockey sense.” 

Pronger brings up his point production — 0.60 per game is 48th among 
defensemen — as something that lagged a bit behind his all-timer peers 
for a reason. 

“I probably could have (gotten more points), but what would I have 
sacrificed? I was trying to win. My job was to shut down the other team’s 
top line,” he says. “Could I have played on the power play more? 
Probably. But in discussions with the coaching staff, it’d be like, ‘Well, we 
want you ready to go against the top line after our power play is over. We 
need you fresh.’ 

“So it’s a balancing act. There has to be sacrifice for success on any 
number of fronts. Discipline, training, preparation, working on your 
weaknesses — you have to continually evolve.” 

The first pass comes up again, too. For Pronger, it’s representative, 
nearly symbolic: “Teammates wanna be on the ice when you’re on the 
ice because they know they’re gonna get pucks. They know they’re not 
gonna get sucker passes. Those little things add up over time, and they 
add up over the course of a career.” 

The biggest point of pride in that career — the time he believes he was at 
his best — was coming out of the 2004-05 lockout, when rules were 
changed to benefit smaller, more skilled players. His rationale is simple; 
he proved people wrong. Plenty of people, in and around the game, 
thought that would be the end of players like him. 

“I remember, clear as day, I was gonna be a dinosaur,” he says. As it 
went, changes that eliminated some physicality, legal or otherwise, 
helped him more than they hurt. 

Pre-lockout, Pronger says, he’d get challenged to fights all the time, and 
he’d mainly turn them down. “’You’re a fourth-liner,’” he’d tell them. “I play 
30 minutes. Not gonna do that. How does this help me? How does this 
help my team win?” 

Turned out, it was easier to stay fresh, he says, without “a 250-pound 
guy draped all over me.” Those teammates on the receiving end of his 
first pass? They had a whole lot more room to run. 

He spent the next seven seasons cementing his all-time bona fides — a 
Stanley Cup with the Ducks in 2007, plus finals trips with Edmonton and 
Philadelphia, before a horrific eye injury and post-concussion syndrome 
effectively ended his career at 37. Even then, it seemed like he had more 
in the tank. 

If all those wins, all those honors and all that success weren’t an 
accident, neither were eight suspensions and 1,590 penalty minutes. 
Pronger doesn’t care; that was the cost of doing business. He was 
concerned about his teammates. He was not concerned about his 
opponents. It came through in a way it didn’t for other players, and 
certainly other stars. The physicality that made him great, in many 
instances, morphed into malice, and that’s reflected in the perception of 
him, public and otherwise. 

“I’m sure there’s still a lot of guys that hate me,” Pronger says, “but c’est 
la vie. That’s how I played the game. I wasn’t out there to make friends.” 

It might sound reductive. Most mission statements are, though. For him, 
it’s easy math. Then and now, he’s unbothered. What you do with that, 
he says, is your business. 

“Was I a hard-ass? Yeah. Did I play hard? Yeah. But what else did I do? I 
was a winner. I helped develop players. I helped players stay in the 
league. I helped young guys improve and get better,” he says. 

“When you look at your body of work, it’s not always what you personally 
have done on the ice. It’s what you’ve done as a group, what you’ve 
done with teammates and friends. And you look back on that and go, 
‘OK.'” 

The big question is necessary. It’s been asked often enough for him to 
anticipate it. That’s what he does this time, too. We both ask it at the 
same time. 

“Do I regret how I played the game? Do you think I didn’t have a target 
on my back? Do you think I didn’t have guys trying to take me out? A 
hundred percent,” he says. 

“So guess what: You give or you receive. And I’m givin’. … I don’t feel 
bad, one bit, about that because they would’ve done the same thing to 
me. So, absolutely not.” 

Right, I say, but the most egregious stuff, the things you did that people 
still remember and still bring up… 

“And still cry about all the time,” Pronger says. He’s cackling again. “I 
love it. People can’t turn the page, can they? I get the emotions involved. 
I get the hatred. I get the love affair. I get all of that part of it. But guess 
what? I don’t play anymore.” 

Pronger is happy away from the game. After his playing career ended, he 
spent three years with the NHL’s department of player safety, the hockey 
equivalent of a hacker hired to lead operations for a digital security 
company. That, according to commissioner Gary Bettman, was the point. 

Asked if he misses that job, the cackle dials up to 11. “I don’t miss getting 
yelled at for stuff that’s in the CBA. It’s amazing to me that people still 
think these (suspension lengths and fines) are just random,” he says. “As 
(Stars GM) Jim Nill said to me one time, if both GMs are pissed and both 
players are pissed, then you’ve done your job.” 

Well, I say, if not making anyone happy is the measuring stick, it seems 
like you hit the mark. 

“Exactly. That’s what you’re trying to do. And then obviously, the media is 
always gonna go, ‘You should have gotten more,’ no matter what. It’s a 
thankless job. It’s much-needed, but it’s a thankless job.” 

After leaving the NHL in 2017, he was part of the Panthers’ hockey 
operations department for three more years under Dale Tallon before 
leaving in July 2020 to focus on his family’s luxury travel company. 
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Asked if he’d boomerang back for the right front office job, he pauses for 
10 seconds. 

“I’m not actively looking, if that’s your question. I’m not sitting by my fire, 
sipping on a tea, going, ‘Geez, I wonder who’s gonna call me?'” 

It’d be hard to imagine him doing that, I say. 

“I’m not interested in the title, let’s put it that way. It has to be a unique 
opportunity. It’s more about the opportunity than it is about the title. It’s 
about unique markets. Places that probably haven’t won in a long time, 
where you have a chance with a blank slate or an owner that says, 
‘You’re my guy. Go do it. You’ve got full control.’” 

Pronger loves being his own boss — or at least, he says, only answering 
to Lauren, his wife and the co-owner of Well Inspired Travel. In his 
downtime, he’s doing as he pleases. He watches games that involve 
teams he likes — “I wanna see people pissed off, you know? And there 
are some games where you see that and you’re like, ‘Why aren’t more 
games like that?’” — and doesn’t bother with many others. 

He hangs out on Twitter, talking about entrepreneurship and investments 
and, for a few hours in December, defending Jacob Trouba. He’s 
“grinding away” on some new posts about the financial lives of pro 
athletes, given how much people seemed to enjoy the last batch. 

I ask about his vision, and he tells me it’s fine; he’s more nearsighted 
than anything, and he needs his glasses in the morning. This feels like 
our conversation winding down, so I thank him for the time and send him 
off to do better things in Nashville, where he’s celebrating a family 
friend’s 21st birthday. 

As we’re hanging up, he has a question of his own. 

“On that list, who’s ahead of me on defense?” 

I told him to guess. He got them all, in order. There weren’t many, and 
there shouldn’t have been. 
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2023 World Juniors: Sweden goalie Carl Lindbom stays perfect, 
Switzerland wins in shootout 

 

Scott Wheeler, Corey Pronman 

4-6 minutes 28/12/2022 

 

It was an exciting second day at the 2023 World Juniors. Sweden 
defeated Germany in a much tighter contest than expected and 
Switzerland won in a shootout. Here’s what you need to know: 

Finland defeated Slovakia 5-2. Montreal prospect Oliver Kapanen was 
named the best player for Finland after scoring a goal and assist. 

Sweden squeaked by Germany 1-0. Vegas prospect Carl Lindbom 
recorded a 28-save shutout for Sweden. 

Switzerland beat Latvia 3-2 in a shootout. Dallas prospect Lian Bichsel 
continued his strong tournament, being named player of the game, 
recording a point and logging 28 minutes of ice time. Read more on 
Bichsel’s tournament here. 

Czechia routed Austria 9-0 to record their second win of the tournament. 

The Athletic’s instant analysis: 

Joakim Kemell quickly regain form 

The Nashville 2022 first-round pick hasn’t had as big a year in Finland as 
expected, was just fine in the pre-tournament and started the tournament 
for Finland as their 13th forward. That was all a mild surprise given 
Kemell was one of Finland’s best players at the summer World Juniors 
and has generally had a lot of international success. That changed 
quickly, as Kemell has been one of, if not Finland’s best player through 
their first two games, quickly elevating to their top line. He scored a nice 
goal today from range, but it’s the pace and physicality he’s bringing 
while creating offense at even strength for himself and others that is 
reassuring to see. — Pronman 

Slovakia needs more from top players 

Slovakia is not an overly deep group. They will rely a lot on draft-eligible 
players like Dalibor Dvorsky, Samuel Honzek and Maxim Strbak. 
However, if they are going to have success at the World Juniors they 
need their drafted players to be big, namely Rangers second-round pick 
Adam Sykora, Minnesota pick Servac Petrovsky, Montreal first-round 
pick Filip Mesar, and second overall pick by New Jersey Simon Nemec. 

Collectively that group looked fine today against Finland, but nobody was 
particularly impactful. Looking at Mesar and especially Nemec, being 
fine/good won’t be good enough for Slovakia. They need Nemec to not 
just be a smart solid puck-mover, but take over games, like he did in the 
playoffs in Slovakia last season and at times at his Hlinka Gretzky. — 
Pronman 

Golden Knights goalie prospect Carl Lindbom stays perfect for Sweden 

Lindbom has pitched back-to-back shutouts to begin the World Juniors. 
The first was a no-fuss 13-save blank sheet against the Austrians. But 
his team needed all 28 of his saves on the tail end of their back-to-back 
against Germany. Hurricanes prospect Nikita Quapp was brilliant at the 
other end, stopping 43 of 44 to give the Germans a chance and keep the 
game within one. But Lindbom made some big stops himself, especially 
in the third when the Canadian crowd got behind the Germans and 
momentum tilted. There was no frontrunner for the top goaltender in this 
year’s tournament — at least not relative to recent years — but if there 
were it should have been Lindbom, who has a stellar .936 save 
percentage in Sweden’s second-tier HockeyAllsvenskan with 
Djurgardens IF this season. It’s going to get tougher for him from here on 
out, with the Czechs and Canadians up next. 

Lindbom was picked No. 222 in 2021, just three picks shy of the end of 
the draft, and he’s on the smaller side for a goalie at 6-foot, but he’s legit 
and moves really well in the net. — Wheeler 

Blue Jackets prospect Stanislav Svozil impressing 

In a tournament that features defensemen who were drafted No. 2 
(Nemec), No. 4 (New Jersey’s Luke Hughes) and No. 6 (Columbus’ 
David Jiricek), Svozil isn’t the biggest name at his position. He’s not even 
the biggest name at his position on the Czech team (that belongs to 
Jiricek) or among the prospects playing from the team that drafted him 
(that’s Jiricek too). But he is Czechia’s captain and he has always been a 
top player in the 2003 age group. After playing 21:50 and making two 
nice plays on goals in Czechia’s upset over Canada in the opener, he 
added three more assists to his totals on Tuesday. He looks in complete 
control of the game out there. 
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Blues’ Torey Krug placed on LTIR with lower-body injury: Who will St. 
Louis turn to? 

 

The Athletic Staff, Jeremy Rutherford 
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The St. Louis Blues placed defenseman Torey Krug on injured reserve 
with a lower-body injury, Blues general manager Doug Armstrong 
announced Tuesday. Here’s what you need to know: 

The Blues recalled defenseman Tyler Tucker from the AHL’s Springfield 
Thunderbirds. 

Krug will be re-evaluated in six weeks. 

St. Louis is 16-16-2 this season, sitting fifth in the Central Division. 

Backstory 

Krug, 31, has five goals and 17 points in 31 games with the Blues this 
season. The veteran defenseman was signed by the Blues as a free 
agent on Oct. 9, 2020, after playing parts of nine seasons with the 
Boston Bruins. Krug has 83 goals and 429 points in 669 career NHL 
regular-season games. 

Tucker, 22, has appeared in four games with the Blues this season. A 
seventh-round pick (No. 200) by the Blues in 2018, Tucker has one goal 
and 13 points in 24 games with the Thunderbirds this season. 

How has the season gone for Krug? 

Between struggles defensively and injuries, it’s been a difficult season for 
Krug. He’s a minus-20, which is second-worst on the team, and if you 
don’t put a lot of stock in that stat, he’s got a goal share percentage of 
46.13 percent. The Blues have had trouble as a team boxing opponents 
out in front of the net, and Krug has been in the middle of a lot of those 
issues. Meanwhile, he’s the quarterback of a power play and has just 
eight points on the unit, which hasn’t been nearly as good overall this 
season. He’s missed a few games with an upper-body injury, but now 
he’ll be out long-term with a lower-body injury. 

How will his absence impact the Blues? 

Krug is a veteran presence on the backend, and regardless of what one 
thinks about his abilities, the Blues are better off when Krug is healthy 
and at his best. With him being placed on LTIR, the Blues recalled 
Tucker, a rookie who looked really poised during a stint with the team 
earlier this season. It’ll be interesting to see if the Blues use Tucker or 
Calle Rosen, a veteran who has also been strong this season when 
called upon. When all six of the Blues’ top defensemen were in the 
lineup, Rosen became a healthy scratch but not because of his 
performance. We’ll likely see doses of both Tucker and Rosen.  
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NHL season predictions 3.0: A new Stanley Cup favorite for the new 
year, plus coaching hot seat and more 

 

Staff Report 

 

After a three-day holiday break, the NHL resumes play Tuesday night. 

To mark the occasion, The Athletic checked back in with our staff for 
updates on our predictions for the 2022-23 season. What preseason and 
early-season favorites are falling flat, and which ones are looking solid? 
How have the rise of the Bruins and the breakout of Tage Thompson 
impacted our polling? Are we finally ready to give Linus Ullmark a bit of 
Vezina love? 

Here’s how our expectations for 2022-23 have already evolved, with 
expert analysis and critique from senior national writer Sean Gentille, 
national writer Hailey Salvian and NHL betting expert Jesse Granger. 

Who will win the Stanley Cup? 

Gentille: In hindsight, the big surprise here is that the Bruins only 
scooped 11.1 percent of the vote back in November. They were great 
then, and they’re great now. I get some hesitation to start the season, but 
it’s funny to see them basically steal support from the Avs. Points to the 
Canes for consistency, too. 

Granger: Confidence is waning for the injury-plagued defending 
champions, who currently sit third in the Central at an uninspiring 19-11-
2. When it comes to betting, the oddsmakers are still protecting 
themselves against a resurgence. The Avalanche are currently the co-
favorites to win the Cup, alongside Boston at +900. Also worth noting: If 
you agree with the 2.7 percent of our staff who picked the Penguins, they 
are available at +1,800 to win the Cup. 

Salvian: I went with the Bruins here with my vote. I just haven’t seen 
anything yet in the regular season that would lead me to believe they 
won’t be the team to beat in the playoffs. Carolina — my preseason pick 
— Tampa Bay and Toronto all clicking along in recent weeks could make 
coming out of the East very interesting if they can keep this up over the 
next few months. Oh god, the season is so long. 

Who will be the runners-up? 

Gentille: In other words, more than 86 percent of us think the Cup winner 
is coming out of the Eastern Conference. Horrendous bias. Am I 
including myself there? Sure. 

Granger: It’s fascinating that the overwhelming top three in this vote are 
all from the Western Conference. It’s understandable considering the top-
three teams by record are all in the East, and that’s not including the 
Devils, who have obviously cooled down recently. Semi-related note: If 
you want to bet on which conference will win the Stanley Cup, the East is 
a -140 favorite, and you can get the West for +115. 

Who will finish in last place? 

Gentille: This feels easy, right? The Blackhawks are horrific, and by the 
trade deadline, they should be even worse. Pencil them in. The craziest 
part of this one, to me, is that the Coyotes have the second-best points 
percentage out of the group. Karel Vejmelka works in mysterious ways. If 
he regresses, though, don’t count out Arizona. 

Granger: No surprise Chicago is running away with this vote. A 2-15-1 
stretch will certainly do that. I would like to point out, though, that the 
Ducks have actually been worse than Chicago in most underlying 
metrics. Anaheim ranks dead last in shot share (42.69 percent), high-
danger chance share (38.71 percent) and expected goals share (40.02 
percent), according to Natural Stat Trick. The key here is the Ducks could 
theoretically improve as the season goes, with several young players in 
key roles, while the Blackhawks could get even worse with the 
anticipated trades coming. 

Which preseason dark horse could contend for the Cup? 

Must have been a team with +5,000 odds of winning the Cup or worse 
during the preseason (preseason odds via Bet MGM) 

Gentille: I liked the value on Stars (+5,000) at the start, so I’m sticking 
with them, but man, congrats to anyone who threw down on the Jets. 
They’re legitimately good and, unlike the Devils, get the bump from a 
weak conference. 

Salvian: The Stars gave the Flames a run for their money in the first 
round last season. They still have one of the best lines in the league, 
Jason Robertson, Joe Pavelski and Roope Hintz have scored 29 goals at 
five-on-five this year. Jake Oettinger is another year wiser. Tyler Seguin 
has a workable hip. Jamie Benn is back putting up points. There are 
plenty of reasons to believe this team could be a way better playoff 
contender than most of us thought in the preseason. 
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Granger: If you believe in the Jets, now is the time to “throw down” on 
them. Unlike the two teams above them in this poll, Winnipeg’s odds 
haven’t shifted much, despite the strong start. Dallas started at +5,000 
and is now +1,800 (tied for the eighth-lowest odds), while New Jersey 
has seen an even more dramatic shift (+6,600 to +1,200). Meanwhile, the 
Jets are still way down the pecking order with the 15th-lowest odds at 
+4,000. For reference, Winnipeg has the same odds to win the Cup as 
the Islanders, Kraken and Kings, despite currently owning one of the best 
records in the West. 

Gentille: In my heart, I’m most disappointed in the Panthers — but I was 
contractually bound to vote for the Flames, since I picked them to, uh, 
win the whole thing back in October. 

Granger: I’m surprised the Panthers only received 43.2 percent of the 
vote here. What is going on down there? They have played like a top-five 
team in terms of the quantity and quality of chances they’ve generated 
and allowed at even strength, but sub-par goaltending and the 26th-
ranked power play have sunk them early. 

Salvian: The Panthers have gone from Presidents’ Trophy winners to a 
sub .500 hockey team. Sure, the Flames haven’t looked great after coach 
Brad Treliving tried to minimize the damage from Matthew Tkachuk’s and 
Johnny Gaudreau’s departures. And yeah, the Blues are streaky and 
frustrating at times. But the Panthers have had a big fall from grace, 
sitting sixth in the wild-card standings and nine points back of the 
Rangers (first for the wild card) and eight points behind the Capitals 
(second) — with the Islanders, Red Wings and Sabres to jump over, too. 
That said, their odds of making the playoffs — according to our pal Dom 
Luszczyszyn — are currently 64 percent. So, maybe it won’t be all that 
bad? 

First coach fired 

Gentille: Volatile category here. We’ve been close a few times. Bruce 
Boudreau, in particular, has survived this long, I’m not sure what’d have 
to happen to change that one. Really, I’m not convinced anyone is 
getting fired midseason, at all. 

Granger: There are a few coaches whose teams have performed well 
below expectations, but only one has a president of hockey ops who is 
publicly criticizing his team’s training camp, structure and system. For 
that reason alone, Boudreau has to remain the top choice. 

Salvian: I hate talking about people losing their jobs, but when do we 
start to look at some of the worst teams in the league in this 
conversation? The Blue Jackets have one of the best goal-scorers and 
playmakers in the league. There have been a ton of injuries that have 
impacted the season, but did anyone think they’d be 10-21-2 and 30th in 
the league? Brad Larsen probably has a bit more rope, given his tenure 
with the organization and that it’s only his second year as head coach. 
But what about Anaheim? Yeah, the Ducks are in a rebuild and might be 
bad by design, but they’ve only won three (!!) games in regulation. That’s 
worse than I would have thought heading into the season. Dallas Eakins 
was not a Pat Verbeek hire. Feels like only a matter of time before the 
Ducks’ GM hand-selects his guy. 

West playoff field 

We asked each voter to pick the eight West playoff teams. Here is the 
percentage of the vote received by each team. (Note: * playoff team in 
2021-22) 

Gentille: This matches my top eight, though I went with Seattle over 
Calgary and rolled the dice on the Kings getting decent enough 
goaltending to earn a spot. 

Granger: Based on these results, the vast majority of writers believe the 
Central Division playoff race is essentially settled. Minnesota has found 
its stride lately and once again looks like a playoff team. Few are giving 
the Blues much of a chance to catch one of the teams currently in playoff 
position. Meanwhile, the Pacific appears to be much more interesting. 
Two of the preseason favorites (Oilers and Flames) are sitting on the 
cusp of the final wild-card spot, but more than anything, I think the 

intrigue is due to the lack of confidence in the teams currently holding 
playoff positions (Kings and Kraken). 

East playoff field 

We asked each voter to pick the eight East playoff teams. Here is the 
percentage of the vote received by each team. (Note: * playoff team in 
2021-22) 

Gentille: I’ve got the Capitals making it over the Islanders. Said it before 
— I’m not picking the Caps to miss the playoffs until it happens. If Ilya 
Sorokin spends the next few months continuing to do Vezina-winner 
stuff, I’ll accept being wrong. 

Salvian: My eight playoff teams are exactly the top eight from the vote. I 
had the Capitals on the outside looking in. But I might end up eating that 
one later, especially with guys like Tom Wilson and Nicklas Backstrom 
coming off injured reserve eventually. 

Granger: I believe in the Islanders, mainly for the reason Sean just 
brought up. Sorokin is absolutely going to continue doing Vezina-winner 
stuff. He leads the league in goals saved above expected and wins 
above replacement. I can’t say enough about how impressive Sorokin 
has been in net, so I’ll do it both here and below in the Vezina section. 

Hart Trophy 

Given to the player judged to be the most valuable to his team. Voted on 
by the Professional Hockey Writers Association (PHWA). 

Gentille: Auston Matthews gave everyone who was sick of voting for 
McDavid a nice break last season. Time to move on, though. 

Granger: McDavid is a -180 favorite to win the Hart. Jason Robertson is 
next-closest at +800. Just give Connor the trophy now. 

Salvian: Worth noting on the Sidney Crosby vote here: He is leading the 
league in five-on-five goals (15), is second in five-on-five scoring and is 
top 10 at all strengths. “So you’re telling me there’s a chance.” 

Rocket Richard Trophy 

Given to the leading goal scorer at the end of the regular season. 

Gentille: My vote for Tage Thompson was an attempt at manifestation. 

Granger: I voted for Connor McDavid because it feels like an inevitability. 
However, if you’re looking for someone to catch and pass him, I think 
Pastrnak is more likely than Thompson and Ovechkin, based on metrics. 
Of the top-five scorers, Pastrnak has the highest expected goals. That 
means he’s theoretically less likely to see regression moving forward, 
and he’s only six goals behind McDavid with two fewer games played at 
the moment. 

Norris Trophy 

Given to the defenseman who demonstrates throughout the season the 
greatest all-around ability in the position. Voted on by the PHWA. 

Gentille: Tough choice between Cale Makar and Adam Fox, I assumed 
that the former would make a major push down the stretch, but if this one 
were given out today, the latter would deserve the win. 

Granger: Call me crazy, but I voted for Josh Morrissey here. According to 
Evolving-Hockey, he leads all defensemen in goals (13.3) and wins (2.3) 
above replacement, which accounts for offensive and defensive impact 
on the game. He trails only Erik Karlsson in points by a defenseman, but 
has been superior defensively and is a major reason for Winnipeg’s 
strong season to this point. It may be unlikely he continues this for 82 
games, and it feels like Makar’s trophy to lose, but I felt like throwing 
Morrissey a bone for his ultra-impressive start. 

Salvian: All in favor of the “Josh Norrissey” nickname, say aye! 

Vezina Trophy 
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Given to the goalkeeper adjudged to be the best at this position. Voted 
on by the general managers of all 32 NHL clubs. 

Granger: Sorokin has been the league’s best goalie both statistically and 
by the eye test, in my opinion. He’s so in control of his net at all times, 
with exceptional skating that allows him to remain square to the puck at 
the correct depth with impressive consistency. If he has a weakness, it’s 
rebound control, but his positioning allows him to make the follow-up 
saves he needs to with relative ease (those extra saves are a big reason 
his metrics are so good). Another key in believing Sorokin will maintain 
this level of play is how strong Semyon Varlamov has been behind him. 
That will allow the Islanders to keep Sorokin fresh and playing his best 
hockey into the spring, as opposed to some other top goalies who may 
get ridden into the ground by April. 

Gentille: I love the season Connor Hellebuyck is having, and Linus 
Ullmark deserves to be a finalist at the moment, but this is unfair to 
Sorokin. His 23.2 goals saved above expected leads the league; 
Hellebuyck is in second with 17.5. 

Salvian: Last season’s Vezina finalists — Jacob Markstrom, Juuse Saros 
and the winner, Igor Shesterkin — have a combined zero percent of the 
vote. That’s down from 56.4 percent in the preseason. I would love to 
dive into why some of the league’s elite goalies are posting low numbers 
this season. Scoring is up, we know that. But why? Are the goalies 
struggling? Is it the shooters? I’m very curious. 

Jack Adams Award 

Given to the coach adjudged to have contributed the most to his team’s 
success. Voted on by the NHL Broadcasters’ Association. 

Gentille: Jim Montgomery is going to end up being my wire-to-wire pick. 
All the pieces were in place. 

Salvian: I am once against stating that I was in the 7.7 percent to vote for 
Montgomery in the preseason. 

Granger: Hard to argue with Montgomery at this point, given the 
ridiculous pace the Bruins are on. 

Gentille: Another no-brainer here. Matty Beniers is A) a high draft pick 
who B) voters have known about for years that C) plays forward and D) 
racks up points. 

Granger: Agree with Sean that Beniers is the clear-cut favorite at this 
point, but I’ll continue banging the drum for Logan Thompson to make 
things interesting. He’s gone through a bit of a lull lately, but as long as 
he’s the No. 1 goalie on the team with the best record in the Western 
Conference, he’ll rack up plenty of wins and should get recognition. He’s 
currently tied for third in the NHL in wins behind only Ullmark and 
Shesterkin. 

Salvian: The last time we did this exercise, Frederik Andersen had just 
been injured and Pyotr Kochetkov had only played one game. Now the 
rookie goalie is 10-1-4 with a .924 save percentage. Here’s the issue 
though … Andersen was back on the ice before the holiday break, and 
Antti Raanta is healthy, too. The duo won the Jennings Trophy — for the 
goalie tandem with fewest goals against — last season. What happens 
when Andersen comes back? Has Kochetkov been too good to be sent 
down? Will Rod Brind’Amour ride the hot hand? Or will Kochetkov keep 
rising in the Calder race? Either way, my vote is still with Beniers, who 
despite a “lull” leads all rookies in goals and points. 

There have been many improvements for the Seattle Kraken this season 
— But Year 2 has been all about Matty Beniers. 

At the end of the season, Kane will be on this team’s roster: 

Salvian: At the start of the season, I wondered if Kane would just want to 
stay put in Chicago and cash his checks. But as the Blackhawks continue 
to lose and the idea of a full-blown rebuild gets more and more real, it’s 
getting harder to imagine Kane in Chicago after the deadline. He has 
total control of his situation, with his full no-movement clause. So if he 

wants to go, it will be to a team of his choosing. The Rangers — and a 
reunion with old pal Artemi Panarin — could make a lot of sense. 

Gentille: The Rangers are on track to have more than $7 million in 
deadline-day cap space. Nobody is on long-term injured reserve, at the 
moment. If Chicago retains salary, the math checks out. 

Granger: I voted for Colorado, mainly because it would be the most 
hilarious possible scenario. I’m not sure how the math works out, but with 
all the injuries the Avalanche have sustained, I don’t think it’s out of the 
question they could have the space at some point thanks to LTIR. 
Imagine that powerhouse squad with Kane thrown into the mix? Whew … 
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Sportsnet.ca / Oilers find their game behind stellar showings from Nurse, 
Skinner vs. Flames 

 

Mark Spector | @sportsnetspec 

December 28, 2022, 1:38 AM 

 

CALGARY — Well, let’s see if this one starts something for the 
Edmonton Oilers.  

Darnell Nurse was as good as Darnell Nurse can possibly be, Stuart 
Skinner might have been better than he’s ever been, and Connor 
McDavid found his mojo just in time as the Oilers won a hard-played 2-1 
game over the Calgary Flames.  

“That's always the game you want to win,” said McDavid, who rang the 
winner in off of Jacob Markstrom’s left post with 12:32 to play, extending 
his points streak to 16 games on his only shot on goal of the game.  

“You’re never trying to win 6-5 or 7-5. You always want to play that tight 
style,” he said. “We did a good job of not making the big mistake like it 
seems to be something that we've done in the past couple of weeks.”  

For two teams coming out of the Christmas break, this game was as well 
played as you’ll see. Markstrom was likely forced to make more five-bell 
saves — three of which came on Leon Draisaitl — even though Skinner 
had far more volume, stopping 46 of 47.  

This was, perhaps, a coming out party for Skinner, who went into the 
Christmas break as the Oilers No. 1 and came out the other end by 
putting a choke hold on that job. And he did it while winning his second 
straight game here at the Saddledome.  

“He does seem to have their number,” assessed McDavid of Skinner and 
the Flames.  

To recap, Skinner made all 31 saves in a loss 4-3 to Calgary up in 
Edmonton on Oct. 9, after relieving starter Jack Campbell. Then he 
stopped 40 of 42 in a 3-2 win down here on Oct. 29.  

On Tuesday he stopped 46 of 47. Outside of their playoff meeting last 
season, it’s been a loooong time since the Oilers could say they had 
better goaltending than the Flames. And we’re going back to Miikka 
Kiprusoff here.  

This Edmonton kid, however, he may just turn the tables.  

“You grow up watching these games, and now to get a chance to play in 
them? It's a dream come true,” said Skinner, who heard Mikael 
Backlund’s shot ring off his right post with just 4.5 ticks left on the clock.  

“I sure did,” he smiled. “I was kissing the post after that one, like (Marc-
Andre) Fleury.”  
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As good as Skinner played, the beacon for a team that found a way to 
win a rare 2-1 game was Nurse. He was, as McDavid said, “a horse.”  

“So solid, so strong. He won a lot of puck battles in our own zone, and 
stopped a lot of cycles. He played great.”  

We’ve said it before, but this is the Darnell Nurse you can really win with. 
Forget the offence — just defend, play physical, and make use of some 
of the best wheels that any six-foot-four blue-liner has across the league. 
He played 23:32, blocked three shots, and was the Oilers heartbeat in a 
physical, low-scoring, grind-it-out battle.  

“I know one play,” Skinner said, “we were all really tired in the first period 
and we iced the puck. He skated from basically right when he got off (the 
bench) and he beat both those guys down the ice (to negate the icing). 
He's just such a hard worker and I respect him.”  

This was, like a win in Tampa or last week’s rare victory at Dallas, the 
kind of road win that shows you something about this Oilers team. It was 
a hard game against a good defensive team — on the road — and the 
Oilers came out on top to win the season series.  

Throw this game down against an Anaheim, a Vancouver — against 
more than half the NHL — and you’ll win nine nights out of 10.  

But that is the Oilers’ issue, isn’t it?  

“For us to step in to the lion's den and find a way to get your second win 
on the season in this building… I think it's a good win for us. Important 
win for us,” began head coach Jay Woodcroft, who knows the search for 
some form of consistency continues.   

“That's always the goal,” he said. “We have 14 games left before the All-
Star break. We're quite aware of that. There's a lot of divisional games 
dotted on that calendar. We're quite aware of that.”  

He just wants to see the same game Friday night in Seattle. Kind of the 
way Markstrom saw the same game-winner from McDavid that he saw in 
overtime of Game 5 last spring, a hard wrist shot that beat him low on the 
glove side.  

McDavid had struggled for the opening 40 minutes, with zero shots on 
goal and a 1-for-7 night in the faceoff circle. Then he came out for the 
third, won five-of-eight in the circle, and scored the clutch winner for his 
31st in game No. 36.  

It was easiest prediction you’d ever make, that McDavid would have a 
final 20 minutes that made us forget about the opening 40.  

“It's my job to produce, and I'm just trying to get a touch on games,” he 
said. “I just tried to get my little piece in there.”  
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Sportsnet.ca / Maple Leafs takeaways: Nylander dazzles, Jarnkrok 
shines in St. Louis 

 

Luke Fox | @lukefoxjukebox 

December 28, 2022, 12:07 AM 

 

Miss a penalty shot — in overtime, no less — and one might believe it’s 
not meant to be. 

But hard work can trump bum luck. 

Just ask William Nylander. 

When Jordan Binnington denied unlikely shooter T.J. Brodie on the 
defenceman’s first career penalty shot, the Toronto Maple Leafs didn’t 
waste time wondering if they should be allowed to take the power-play 
instead. 

No, Auston Matthews backchecked hard on the St. Louis Blues’ next 
strong rush, cut off a lane, and forced Vladimir Tarasenko to curl back to 
the blue line. 

Spotting a tired Tarasenko as the last man back, Nylander pounced. He 
stripped the power forward of the puck and darted in alone on 
Binnington. 

Forehand. Backhand. Roof. 

Game over. 

The Leafs’ 5-4 overtime victory at Enterprise Center Tuesday extended 
Toronto’s win streak to three games and jolted its record to 15-2-3 over 
its past 20. 

Nylander’s burst of brawn and brilliance puts him on pace for 49 goals 
and 94 points and allows the Maple Leafs to escape what coach Sheldon 
Keefe termed a “chaotic” game with two points. 

“We talked about not having the break stall our momentum but continue 
to springboard us forward,” John Tavares told reporters. 

Mission accomplished. 

A fine night to be named Calle 

The jury has generally been out on Calle Järnkrok since he inked his 
four-year, $8.4-million contract with Toronto over the summer — a rare 
longish-term commitment by GM Kyle Dubas in free agency. 

Järnkrok was fine in the early going, but the winger has battled injury, 
bounced around the lineup, and had yet to make a significant offensive 
impact. 

Well, the 31-year-old looks to be inspired by his tryout at filling the team’s 
greatest need up front: second-line left wing. 

With Nick Robertson (injured) and Denis Malgin (traded) out of the 
running, Järnkrok has quietly built a top-six case for himself, gathering 
eight points in his past eight outings. 

Tuesday brought the Swede’s most impactful performance as a Maple 
Leaf: a drawn penalty, a pair of assists, plus a goal. 

Järnkrok’s diligent work on Alexander Kerfoot’s shorthanded marker was 
something else: 

On the opposite bench, ex-Leaf Calle Rosen opened the scoring for the 
Blues with his career-high third goal of the season. 

Rosen would not have been in the lineup were it not for St. Louis’ top 
offensive defenceman, Tory Krug, getting placed on long-term injured 
reserve with a lower-body injury. He’s out a minimum of six weeks. 

“Tough break for him and the team,” Blues coach Craig Berube said. 

With Krug sidelined, Justin Faulk made good on his promotion to the 
Blues’ top power-play unit, rifling a slapshot from the point clear through 
Samsonov. 

Impossible to watch O’Reilly without thinking trade 

Knowing Blues GM Doug Armstrong’s distaste for own rentals and 
overpays as well as St. Louis’s position in the standings (five points out 
of a wild-card spot, minus-20 goal differential), it’s next to impossible to 
watch Ryan O’Reilly and not wonder about trade destinations. 

Surely, the contending Maple Leafs will have some level of interest in the 
31-year-old pending UFA. 
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On this night, O’Reilly skated 20:58, won 56 of his faceoffs, and faked 
pass before ripping his 10th goal of his contract year and 250th of his 
career. 

“We had some chances, for sure. A little frustrating that way, but they’re 
a dynamic team,” O’Reilly said postgame. “We scored some big goals, 
stuck with it, it’s a good point. But the position we’re in right now, we 
need two points.” 

Samsonov starting to skid? 

Generous run support has masked some slippage in Samsonov’s game, 
which was rock solid to start. 

Call it nerves, the need for a mental reset, or simply an inevitable 
regression to his norm, but the affable Russian has averaged four goals 
against over his past three starts. 

After flip-flopping starts between his two goalies through the bulk of 
December, coach Sheldon Keefe opted to give Samsonov a chance to 
redeem himself after he squeaked out an underwhelming win over the 
Flyers prior to the Christmas break. 

Surely, Samsonov would like a couple goals back in this one, too, but he 
secured the two points. 

Still, this three-game run represents his roughest stretch as a Leaf. 
Samsonov’s past three save percentages: .821, .842, .882. 

Fox’s Fast 5 

• Jordan Kyrou's return from an upper-body injury was a boon to the 
Blues. The club’s leading scorer (17-16–33 in 32 GP) sniped the third 
period’s tying goal, salvaging a critical standings point. 

“I feel great. It feels awesome to be able to get back in the lineup,” Kyrou 
said. “Any time you know you're missing, you kind of feel like you let the 
boys down. It feels great to be back.” 

• Pontus Holmberg was given a small slice of power-play time. More 
evidence that he is in the coach’s good books. 

• A positive sign as both Rasmus Sandin (neck) and Morgan Rielly (knee) 
are on the road trip and took part in morning skate, their status upgraded 
as day-to-day. 

“I suspect we’ll see them both in practice (Wednesday) and then make a 
determination for the remainder of the trip,” Keefe said. 

“Both guys look like they’re moving well and doing well, so it was a good 
step for them.” 

• Fourth-liner Dryden Hunt was traded to Toronto Dec. 19 but has yet to 
play for his new team. Hunt’s Leafs debut has been delayed 10 days. 
Pencil him in for Thursday in Arizona. 

“It was a tough call just because we do want to get him in and get him 
involved. At the same time, we don't necessarily see a reason to disrupt 
the lineup,” Keefe said. “We have liked what we have seen from Joey 
Anderson and want to continue to give him an opportunity.” 

• Following a nine-day rest, Matt Murray will take the Maple Leafs crease 
Thursday at cozy Mullett Arena. 
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Sportsnet.ca / Pederson finding a home with Canucks' top players in 
victory over Sharks 

 

Iain MacIntyre | @imacSportsnet 

December 28, 2022, 2:39 AM 

 

VANCOUVER — Forget the French hens. On the third day of Christmas, 
the Vancouver Canucks got their third straight win. 

They beat the San Jose Sharks 6-2 on Tuesday to climb back to where 
they had planned to be on Oct. 13: one game over .500. From this 
modest perch, they can see a National Hockey League playoff spot five 
points ahead of them, which is still a daunting distance in the standings. 

But for a team that started the season with seven straight losses, being 
16-15-3 isn’t as bad as it looks. And the franchise, of course, has been in 
much worse positions at Christmastime. 

Canuck winger Lane Pederson has never been in a better spot for the 
holidays. 

After 227 games in the minors over five-plus seasons, the undrafted 25-
year-old from Saskatoon is spending the holidays on a line with Elias 
Pettersson and Andrei Kuzmenko. So, really, whatever he got for 
Christmas was going to pale in comparison to the opportunity he has 
earned with the Canucks. 

On Tuesday, Pederson deftly deflected Luke Schenn’s point shot on net, 
then forced James Reimer to make a rebound save before Pettersson 
shoved the puck under the San Jose goalie to make it 2-0 in the first 
period in what turned out to be a rare, wire-to-wire win for Vancouver. 

A throw-in in the October trade that brought defenceman Ethan Bear to 
the Canucks from the Carolina Hurricanes, Pederson was recalled from 
the American Hockey League 10 days ago — and after scoring 17 goals 
in 18 games — when Pettersson was unable to play due to illness. He 
stuck in the lineup when the Canucks star returned last week, earning a 
promotion to the top six. 

He has three points in three games playing with Pettersson and 
Kuzmenko after amassing just five points in 46 NHL games scattered 
over three seasons and three teams. 

“It’s a huge opportunity and I’m super thankful and just want to keep it 
going,” Pederson said Tuesday. “It's obviously a really good opportunity 
to play with them. It's so fun. It's obviously a dream come true to play in 
the NHL, and then when you get to play with two extremely talented 
players like that, it just sweetens the whole deal. 

“I think it definitely helps with the way I play the game. Obviously, they're 
both really smart players and I'm able to kind of just read and react off 
what they're doing and try to get them the puck and get open.” 

The play he made Tuesday to help generate Pettersson’s goal is 
something Pederson and Schenn might have planned over turkey on the 
25th. Pederson is engaged to Madison Schenn, Luke’s sister. When the 
pre-Christmas snowstorm on the West Coast scuttled the couple’s plans 
to fly home for the holidays, Lane and Madison spent Christmas at the 
Schenn house. 

“It was a world-class spread both nights,” Pederson said. “They’re 
amazing people. His parents are in town, his wife's parents were in town, 
so lots of family and it was great.” 

Tuesday’s game was a continuation of the festive vibes. Off since an 
impressive 5-2 road win against the Edmonton Oilers last Thursday, the 
Canucks scored early and often against the Sharks and, for a change, 
won easily without the drama of blown leads or a deficit conquered. 

They yielded just 26 shots and outscored the Sharks in every period. Bo 
Horvat — who else? — scored another couple of goals and had his 
second straight four-point night, while linemate Ilya Mikheyev had one 
goal and three assists and was plus-five. 

Even Quinn Hughes scored for Vancouver, sniping a short-side, top-shelf 
goal in the third period after circling the San Jose zone twice. One of the 
best passers on Earth, Hughes hadn’t scored since last season. 
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In 30 games, Hughes now has one goal and 28 assists. 

“Bo came up to me and (asked) if I wanted the puck,” Hughes told 
reporters. “It's kind of funny, but it's not funny. That shouldn't happen for 
me but at the same time, sometimes you go through a stretch like that. I 
felt like I was hitting lots of posts and just not getting the result. I've been 
happy with my game last 10, 15, 20 games so I’ve just got to keep that 
going, and if the results come, great.” 

Results, however, aren’t a bonus for the Canucks. Their October false 
start have made them pretty much a nightly necessity. The team is now 
12-6 since ending a three-game losing streak with a Nov. 15 win in 
Buffalo that may have saved coach Bruce Boudreau’s job. 

“It's probably been the hardest season for a lot of guys in this room, 
mentally, starting 0-7 when we thought we're going to start really, really 
well,” Hughes said. “At least for me, it's been tough. And to get above 
.500 now and three in a row, I think it means a lot to everyone in here 
and we’ve just got to keep it going because we know that it can change 
quickly. But I think that the way we're playing right now, we can keep 
stringing together (wins).” 

The Canucks finish 2022 with a trip to Winnipeg and Calgary, starting 
Thursday against the Jets. This is the third time since Buffalo that 
Vancouver has won three straight, but the team hasn’t yet counted to 
four. 

“We do little spurts and take a step back, little spurts and take a step 
back,” goalie Spencer Martin said. “So it's been very difficult mentally. 
We haven't had a game where it's just, like, free hockey.” 

And they still aren’t likely to get one of those for a while. 
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Sportsnet.ca / Flames can't stay out of the penalty box and McDavid 
makes them pay 

 

Eric Francis | @EricFrancis 

December 28, 2022, 1:39 AM 

 

CALGARY – It appeared, for a good chunk of the evening, to be a 
textbook approach to how the Calgary Flames should best play against 
the Edmonton Oilers. 

But in the end, it was a different book Darryl Sutter cited when spelling 
out exactly how his club let this one get away. 

“In a 1-1 game... you look up holding in the dictionary, that’s holding,” he 
said, following a highly entertaining 2-1 loss to the visiting Albertans. 

“So then you put it in whose hands?”  

Calgarians know who. 

They’ve seen this act before – a one-man play that has the world’s best 
player undoing the Flames’ best-laid plans. 

On this night Connor McDavid did it with his first and only shot on a goal, 
an early third-period snipe off the inside of the post no goalie in today’s 
NHL is capable of stopping given the time and proximity to the net No. 97 
was afforded. 

McDavid scores 31st of the season to give Oilers lead in Battle of Alberta 

After being neutralized for 47 minutes before that, he was able to gain 
such real estate by way of a power play earned when Andrew 

Mangiapane chose to twice reach around, albeit gently, on Darnell Nurse 
as he rode him into the boards a mere 190 feet from his own net. 

It was Mangiapane’s second offensive zone transgression of the game, 
and third of the night for a Flames team well aware the Oilers are on 
pace to set an NHL record by scoring on one of every three power plays 
they’re handed. 

Cue McDavid, to ruin an otherwise solid evening for the Flames and a 
netminder who’d previously appeared poised to snap the rather notorious 
five-game losing skid he’s had against Edmonton. 

This was not on him. 

This was all courtesy of a gift handed over by Mangiapane, who kept 
asking the official on the way to the box, “what am I supposed to do?” 

“I don’t know, I’ve got to watch it again,” said Mangiapane, when asked 
what his case was. 

“I don’t really have much knowledge on it, it happens fast. I’ll watch it 
over and figure it out. 

“It sucks. You never want to put your team down a man. So it’s tough. 
But it happens.”  

Happens plenty in Calgary, where the Flames lead the NHL in penalties 
taken – a bad idea against the Oil. 

It’s often a product of a fierce forecheck Sutter demands as part of the 
team’s identity, which was the case on both of Mangiapane’s infractions. 

It’s often the difference when Edmonton plays Calgary. 

Heck, when anyone plays Edmonton, as the Oilers are currently on pace 
to set a new NHL power play standard with an unheard-of 32.3% 
efficiency. 

“Ya, if you look at the games we’ve played this year, they’ve scored one 
power play goal every game and that’s been the difference in the last two 
games,” said Mikael Backlund, the Flames’ lone goal scorer in a 2-1 loss 
to wrap up the season series 2-1. 

“We had a chance to get the puck out, we didn’t. 

“Then we gave Connor a lot of time in the middle and he executed. We 
can’t give him that much room and time in the middle – that’s what he’s 
going to do.” 

Backlund wasn’t interested in taking any solace from the fact his team did 
a great job smothering McDavid and Draisaitl most of the night, until that 
point. 

“Yes, but we’ve done that before, and when you do that especially that’s 
when you’ve got to bear down and win those games,” said Backlund, 
whose club outshot the visitors 47-22. 

“It’s tough losing to our biggest rivals.” 

Skinner shines with 46-save performance as Oilers hold off Flames 

Backlund hit the post with 4.5 seconds remaining, ending the evening for 
Dome dwellers with a collective groan. 

“It would have been a great feeling scoring there, but it’s almost worse 
hitting the post than him making the save,” he said. 

“Inches away from tying it.” 

Fact is, the one they should feel sorriest for was Markstrom, who was 
spectacular, especially during a second-period penalty kill in which he 
made three consecutive showstoppers on Draisaitl that eventually 
brought a good chunk of the patrons to their feet. 

“I think both goalies made a lot of important saves,” said Sutter, whose 
club was leapfrogged by the Oilers for the final wild card spot with the 
win. 
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“It was obviously a really close game, a lot of missed opportunities on our 
part. Five-on-five, I think we outplayed them. We just didn’t score.”  

Hit the iron a few times, but were otherwise victimized by an emerging 
Stuart Skinner, who has now stopped 117 of 120 shots he faced in the 
three games against Calgary. 

He was the star, in a game in which every single Flame recorded a shot 
on goal. 

“We have to figure out a way to come away with these wins, these 
important points,” said Mangiapane. 

“We were close again in this one but we have to figure out a way to win.” 

The solution is simple – stay out of the penalty box. 
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TSN.CA / Leafs exit holiday break looking like a balanced contender 

 

Travis Yost 

 

Stop me if you have heard this one before: Exiting the holiday break, the 
Toronto Maple Leafs are well- positioned in the NHL standings and are 
starting to build a resume of what looks like a Stanley Cup contender. 

You could have stopped me in most of the seasons under Kyle Dubas’ 
watch, to be sure. Toronto has had a knack for dominating the average 
NHL opponent for some time now, rarely anxious or concerned about 
their chances of making the playoffs. But any observer of the Maple 
Leafs also understands their checkered postseason past, and how little 
strong regular-season play matters right now. Toronto needs to deliver a 
winner come April, and little else matters. 

One of the fascinating parts of the Maple Leafs under Dubas (and, more 
recently, head coach Sheldon Keefe) is while they coast through regular 
seasons, there has always been some area of concern across the lineup. 
Whether it was the young, immature, mistake-prone blueline from a few 
years back, goaltending woes, or scoring droughts from their big guns 
when it mattered most, there has always been an issue. And against your 
average regular-season opponent, those things may not matter. But 
when the quality of competition ramps up, these issues become more 
obvious and exposed. 

For that reason, I was curious to see how this year’s Leafs team stacks 
up to the teams of years past.  This year’s squad started off slowly in 
October, but now sit fourth in the NHL in the standings (21-7-6) with the 
league’s second-best goal differential (+29). So, let’s compare this year’s 
team through 34 games against prior years at the same juncture. Where 
has the team improved, and where may future concerns manifest? 

Let’s start with even-strength performance, focusing on offensive and 
defensive production: 

Maple Leafs fans are acutely aware of this by now, but there has been a 
changing in the guard in terms of the identity of this team at even 
strength. 

The reputation of this team being a frenetic and high-flying offensive 
team that leaves itself vulnerable on the back end has faded with time – 
whereas Toronto’s rate-scoring has been flat-to-down for years now (they 
are just 14th in even strength scoring in 2022-23), their defensive play 
has significantly improved. Some of this you can attribute to the 
goaltending they are receiving (more on this in a minute), but I maintain 
Toronto still has one of the most underrated bluelines in the league.   

But make no mistake, goal suppression is a big reason Toronto is well-
situated to qualify for the postseason again this year. Their 1.99 goals 
per 60 minutes conceded trails only the Boston Bruins and Colorado 
Avalanche, two bona fide Stanley Cup contenders. If you want to isolate 
on the goaltending angle for a moment, their expected goals against per 
60 minutes is 10th best in the NHL. Goaltending has helped this year, but 
it’s not the only part of the story. 

Lastly, what Toronto needs, perhaps more than most teams, is depth 
players on cheap contracts to produce. It’s the byproduct of their cap 
allocation, which skews top-heavy. It’s not lost on me that Timothy 
Liljegren (+16) and Michael Bunting (+19) carry two of the best goal 
differentials on the league. That’s found money for Dubas. 

Let’s head over to the power play: 

Much of Toronto’s regular-season dominance in the prior two years 
stemmed from a blistering power play and Auston Matthews in particular. 
This season their top unit has cooled off a touch, ranking 12th in the NHL 
and sandwiched between the Minnesota Wild and Los Angeles Kings. 

It does seem that Toronto should have a bit more success on the power 
play than they are having this year, considering the personnel they can 
deploy on their five-man unit. Matthews (eight), John Tavares (seven), 
and William Nylander (six) have accounted for 81 per cent of their 
scoring on the man advantage, which is rather top-heavy. 

But I do think we have the ingredients for a potential breakout looming 
here. If you look at Toronto’s shot profile on the power play, it’s both 
extraordinarily dangerous and a mirror image to what we saw last year, 
when Toronto led the league in scoring (via HockeyViz): 

Moving over to the penalty kill: 

Toronto runs two consistent penalty-killing units and currently sit with the 
league’s 10th best performance, conceding 6.8 goals per-60 minutes 
faced, or about 80 per cent of penalties successfully killed. Justin Holl 
has been the big minute-muncher on the blueline here, joined by David 
Kampf and Mitch Marner up top. It’s the same group we saw last year, 
and there’s little reason to mess with something that has held up nicely 
for Keefe. 

The only thing I think worth monitoring here is the relative success rates 
between the two units. Marner and Kampf play the lion’s share of 
minutes together, as do Alex Kerfoot and Calle Jarnkrok. So far, it’s been 
the Kerfoot and Jarnkrok tandem that’s been more successful, and it’s 
not particularly close. Some of this is save percentage aided, but the 
Jarnkrok and Kerfoot duo has been about 8 per cent better when using 
expected goals, too. At the very least, something to monitor going 
forward. 

Now, bring on the goaltenders. 

There is no question that this has been the biggest story of the Maple 
Leafs season. Toronto took a considerable risk betting on an 
inexperienced Ilya Samsonov and an under-performing, frequently 
injured Matt Murray. But both have been fantastic, and Dubas is looking 
pretty good on his wager here. 

The combination of Samsonov and Murray alone have erased 16 goals – 
worth nearly three wins in the standings already – from the ledger, and 
that total over their 25 appearances is on par with Ilya Sorokin on Long 
Island (+23 goals saved in 25 games played). That’s extraordinary! 

That said, for the same reasons Toronto’s power play is likely to turn it 
around (established track record), we still need to see some sustained 
performance from this group. Even with three months of additional data 
from this season, we are still a way from being truly confident in this 
tandem, and this is in the heart of the regular season – not a different 
animal like playoff hockey. 

But if Toronto’s goaltending does hold up, reasonably speaking? This 
team looks much more capable against tough opponents compared with 
years past. They are simply a more balanced, defensively able team. It’s 
a far cry from where they were, and perhaps the franchise has found the 
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mix it was searching for in their quest to win some rounds in the 
postseason. 
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