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Weekend NHL rankings: A top 5 shake-up, Oilers questions and a Panthers mess 

By Sean McIndoe 

Welcome back. We didn’t have a weekend rankings column 
last week, because there was no weekend to rank. But a 
two-week break represents an opportunity, and I’m going to 
take it. This week, I’m shaking up the top five. 

How big a shake-up? Well, not completely enormous, if we’re 
being honest. After all, this is still the long-term rankings, so 
even two weeks shouldn’t be enough to entirely scramble 
things. But we’re going to be adding a new team that’s been 
knocking on the door for a while now, knock out a pair of 
teams who’ve been regulars, welcome one contender back, 
and nudge another one down further than they’ve been all 
year. 

We’ll get to all of that down below. But first, let’s mention five 
teams that you might be expecting to see in this week’s top 
five, and why you won’t. 

Top five teams that aren’t in the top five (but maybe should 
be) 

5. Washington Capitals — I’ll admit that I at least thought 
about it. The standings say not to bother — they actually 
went into the weekend in sixth in the Metro by points 
percentage — but they’ve been hot lately and are getting 
healthy. Are 11 wins in their last 13, including an absolute 
stomping of the Habs on Saturday, enough to call them a 
Cup contender? Not yet. But at the very least, there’s more 
to pay attention to here than Alexander Ovechkin’s record 
chase. 

4. Tampa Bay Lightning — They have the fifth-best winning 
percentage in the league, and if the playoffs started today 
they’d be on the road for Round 1. That would scare me 
more for other teams than this one. 

3. Winnipeg Jets — I got your hopes up with the bit about the 
new team in the top five, right? The Jets have a case, since 
they’ve got a postseason spot all but locked up and Connor 
Hellebuyck ranks high on any list of goalies you’d want to 
ride on a playoff run. They haven’t looked great over the last 
few weeks, though. 

2. Vegas Golden Knights — They’re still the best team in the 
Pacific, but something’s been off lately, and nobody should 
be losing to the Ducks. (It was a shootout on the back end of 
a back-to-back, so it barely counts, but also the Ducks are 
terrible.) The offense isn’t clicking, the goaltending hasn’t 
been great lately, and their home struggles are just weird. 
Let’s give them a week off and see how they regroup. 

1. New Jersey Devils — They’ve been the first half’s best 
story, and I’m not bailing on them entirely. But it’s been a 
rough month for a team that got as high as third in my top 
five (and all the way up to first in the Other Rankings). They 
had a six-game losing streak, snapped it, and have lost three 
of four since. That 21-2-1 stretch was never going to hold up 

all year, but Devils fans with long memories have to be 
getting just a little nervous that we’re seeing a repeat of the 
2010-11 team that had a midseason stretch of 21-3-1 but still 
missed the playoffs. This year’s team is too good to do that, 
but the wagon is in need of repairs. 

(Also, apologies to Devils fans for jinxing your no-shootout 
season on the last podcast. That one’s on me.) 

So now that you know who’s out, you can probably figure out 
who’s in. But in what order? Let’s find out … 

Road to the Cup 

The five teams with the best chances of winning the Stanley 
Cup. 

The Senators’ third-period collapse against Detroit was a 
disappointing result for a team that had been playing well, 
but we still need to admire this Claude Giroux goal: 

5. Toronto Maple Leafs (23-8-6, +31 true goals differential*) 
— They did lose to the Coyotes yet again this week, and the 
goaltending is starting to wobble. But going into Colorado 
and handling the Avalanche was impressive, so we’ll nudge 
out the Lightning and give the Leafs their second top-five 
appearance. 

4. Colorado Avalanche (19-13-3, +3) — Yes, still. They’ve 
lost three straight, but I’ve been impressed with how they’ve 
continued to grind out points despite missing a ton of talent. 
It feels like Mikko Rantanen may have found a new level to 
his game, and Nathan MacKinnon is back now. All that said, 
for the first time all year they’re not my top team in the 
Central … 

3. Dallas Stars (23-9-6, +31) — I’ve seen enough. The Stars 
become the 11th team to crack the top five this year, as they 
just continue to roll along on top of the division. Four straight 
wins, even against so-so competition, has given them a nice 
cushion, and the upcoming schedule gives them a chance to 
pad it. Jake Oettinger is for real, and Jason Robertson might 
be the MVP if Connor McDavid ever decides to go back to 
his home planet. You win, Stars fans, I’m on board. 

2. Carolina Hurricanes (25-6-6, +21) — They’re the league’s 
hottest team with 11 straight wins. And they’re probably the 
first team in months to make me at least think about 
knocking the Bruins out of the top spot. Oh, and they’re 
getting healthy. Good luck, rest of the Metro. 

In case you’re wondering, the next Bruins/Hurricanes 
meeting is at the end of the month. 

1. Boston Bruins (28-4-4, +57) — The Winter Classic is 
today. We all remembered that, right? Of course we did. It’s 
a solid matchup, with the Bruins and Penguins facing off at 
Fenway. The Bruins haven’t lost in regulation as the home 
team all season, so let’s see if that streak ends at a baseball 
park owned by their opponents. 
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*Goals differential without counting shootout decisions like 
the NHL does for some reason. 

Not ranked: Edmonton Oilers — Let’s check in with another 
edition of the hockey world’s favorite game: Are the 
Edmonton Oilers a team in crisis? 

I don’t think so? 

They looked reasonably good over the last few weeks, 
including convincing wins over the Stars and Kraken and 
Saturday’s loss to Winnipeg where they outplayed the Jets 
for most of the game. They’re holding down a playoff spot. 
They’ve shown a willingness to admit a mistake and turn to 
Stuart Skinner as the new starter, and he’s played well 
enough to make you think that can be a long-term solution. 
The season hasn’t gone according to plan but it’s also not a 
disaster, and that’s sports, you know? 

On the other hand, Connor McDavid is going ultra-supernova 
with the best season we’ve seen since prime Mario Lemieux 
and Leon Draisaitl has been his usual unstoppable force, 
and it’s barely enough. They’re in year seven of having two 
of the best offensive players in the league, and year five of 
having two of the best players period, and they’re in the mix 
for a wild card. Draisaitl is hurt, the blue line is weak, there’s 
not enough depth, and the whole thing may be riding on a 
24-year-old goalie who hasn’t made his 40th career start yet. 
Oh, and they gave a ton of money to a goalie they already 
don’t trust and a dominant No. 1 blueliner who doesn’t seem 
to be that, so there’s barely any room to add help. 

Is that a crisis? Zoom in and not really, because this is the 
parity era and every lineup has holes. But step back and look 
at it as yet another year of McDavid’s prime ticking away, 
and maybe it should be. 

The good news is that they’re in pretty much the same spot 
as last year, and that team won the division. The Golden 
Knights are better, but the Flames are worse, the Kings 
aren’t a consistent force and nobody really trusts the Kraken 
quite yet, so if anything the path back to the conference 
finals looks easier. Evander Kane should be back soon, so 
that’s a big add. And while the cap situation isn’t great, toss 
in Jesse Puljujarvi and a bunch of draft picks to some team 
with room to retain, and GM Ken Holland can still take a big 
swing. Patrick Kane big? That might not make sense, but at 
some point, it can’t be about the future anymore. 

So that’s the final answer: No, not in crisis, at least not yet. 
Make the playoffs, get healthy, add help when you can, then 
cross your fingers for another winnable first-round matchup 
to build some momentum and let McDavid do the rest. It 
could work. It has before. Just not quite as well as it should 
have by now, and the clock is ticking. 

The bottom five 

The five teams that are headed toward dead last, and the 
best lottery odds for Connor Bedard. 

Remember what you’re tanking for, everyone whose team is 
in this section. It will be worth it for one of you. He’s that 
good. 

5. Montreal Canadiens (15-19-3, -42) — Is this an 
overreaction to a few bad games? Maybe. But they’ve been 

really bad lately, losing five straight and giving up 16 goals in 
their last two. In fairness, the schedule served up an 
absolutely brutal road trip, so maybe the losses were 
expected. But when you see a team that’s already out of the 
playoff mix get absolutely waxed in back-to-back games, you 
wonder if the wheels are coming off. For now, they’ll bump 
the surprisingly feisty Coyotes out of the bottom five. 

4. San Jose Sharks (12-20-7, -29) — I know we bring it up 
occasionally, and it’s occasionally going to get lost in the 
noise of a bad season, but Erik Karlsson is being ridiculous. 

You know you’re doing something impressive when NHL PR 
teams don’t even have to break out the asterisked “(since 
1996)” qualifier to make the list look good. 

3. Columbus Blue Jackets (11-22-2, -43) — They’re the only 
team to lose to the Hawks in the last four weeks, but they 
avenged that one on Saturday, snapping a seven-game 
losing streak in the process. They’ve got the Sharks and 
Coyotes this week, so we might look back on this stretch with 
some interest once we know how the lottery balls bounced 
out. 

2. Anaheim Ducks (10-23-4, -68) — Eyes on the prize, 
everyone: 

1. Chicago Blackhawks (8-23-4, -56) — When you’ve got 
your eyes on dead last and those top lottery odds, one key is 
avoiding the loser point. The Hawks have been great there, 
at least from GM Kyle Davidson’s perspective, in their last 22 
games, they have 20 losses and only one came after 
regulation. They haven’t even had a one-goal loss of any 
kind since November. 

Not ranked: Florida Panthers — Let’s just pause for a minute 
to recognize how wild it is that last year’s Presidents’ Trophy 
winner is even showing up in the bottom five section at all. 
Sure, a lot of things had to go right last year for them to hit 
120 points, and you were probably safe to assume they’d 
regress this year. But you could shave 10 wins off their total, 
which felt like the worst-case scenario, and still have a 
comfortable playoff team. Instead, they’re under .500, and 
there’s a non-zero chance that they could finish dead last in 
the Atlantic. 

So, what’s gone wrong? Lots, obviously. The goaltending 
isn’t good, especially when Sergei Bobrovsky is the starter, 
which he somehow still mostly seems to be. The blue line 
has been a weakness, partly because they lost Aaron Ekblad 
for a stretch but also because they miss MacKenzie Weegar 
more than they probably thought they would. Aleksander 
Barkov has been merely good instead of Hart Trophy great, 
and the secondary scoring has taken a hit with Anthony 
Duclair out and Sam Reinhart struggling. And while Matthew 
Tkachuk has been everything they could have hoped for, you 
have to wonder how much the summer’s biggest all-in move 
may have thrown things out of alignment. 

And then there’s the coaching change. Moving on from 
Andrew Brunette despite a Jack Adams-worthy job was a 
huge decision, and we don’t know enough about what may 
have been happening behind the scenes to know if it was the 
right one. It’s possible that Bill Zito felt he had a team on the 
cusp of a championship that needed an experienced hand to 
push them over the finish line. But it’s hard to argue that Paul 
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Maurice has been the right choice, especially as Brunette 
has been part of a success story in New Jersey and Rick 
Bowness has salvaged Maurice’s old team in Winnipeg. 

The Panthers came out of their summer talking about 
embracing the hard. They’re getting their wish, and then 

some. The question is whether they can even get back into 
the playoff hunt without another major change, and whether 
Zito has any more chips left to push into the middle of the 
table.

 

 

 

Recap: Canes Keep Streaks Alive With Shootout Victory Over Devils 

Necas forces overtime inside the final five minutes, 
Svechnikov wins it in the shootout 

By Walt Ruff 

RALEIGH, NC. - The Carolina Hurricanes kept their 
franchise-best win and point streaks alive on Sunday, taking 
a 5-4 shootout victory over the New Jersey Devils. 

The Story 

Starting a fifth consecutive game and entering with a shutout 
streak of 127:35, Antti Raanta played an important part in 
keeping the game scoreless early. Carolina offered New 
Jersey two power plays in the opening 9:20, forcing the 
veteran netminder to turn away a few key tests and get into a 
groove. 

Opposed by Mackenzie Blackwood at the other end, the two 
netminders kept the contest scoreless going into the second 
frame. 

In the middle 20 minutes, Carolina was able to get to more of 
the way that they want to play though, then striking first for 
the 10th time in 11 games via Derek Stepan. 

Stepan's third of the year allowed the Canes to play with the 
lead for a few moments, and although they were establishing 
themselves as the stronger team, their lead would not last 
long. 

Unfortunately, for Rod Brind'Amour's club, the home team 
was able to get a spectacular effort from Jack Hughes, as he 
tied the game with just 3:42 remaining in the second. Driving 
to the outside of Jaccob Slavin, the number one overall pick 
in 2019 then pulled back to the far side of Raanta to snap his 
shutout streak at 163:52. 

The goal appeared to spring some life into the Prudential 
Center crowd and would logically give the Devils some 
momentum heading into the third. 

Just 1:14 after the goal New Jersey then headed to the 
power play as Brett Pesce took a seat in the box, furthering 
the notion that the game was for the Devils to take heading 
into the final 20 minutes. 

Instead, a gaffe while playing the puck from Blackwood gave 
Sebastian Aho the puck with a wide-open net to shoot at, 
giving Carolina the 2-1 advantage heading into the third. 

However, that momentum for the Canes would not last long, 
giving way to what would become a chaotic third period. 

The two sides would combine for five goals, with three 
belonging to New Jersey and eventually sending the game to 
overtime. Jesper Bratt scored his first of two in the period to 
start the frame, however, Carolina had a response just 1:49 
later via Stepan's second of the afternoon. 

But the Canes 3-2 lead wouldn't last long. 

Just 34 seconds, in fact. 

Nico Hischier evened the contest for New Jersey and then 
3:10 later the Devils claimed their first lead of the day 
courtesy of Bratt. 

Similar to the end of the second, it looked like the home team 
was in control and could take their 4-3 advantage to the final 
horn. But the Canes had other ideas once again. 

After a string of penalties to New Jersey, Carolina was 
afforded a two-man advantage inside the final five minutes. It 
was one that Martin Necas would etch his team-leading 36th 
point of the year in, tying the game at 4-4. 

The three-on-three overtime saw both teams create high-
level chances, resulting in what could only be described as 
the most insane bonus period of the season. Per 
NaturalStatTrick.com, the two teams combined for five high-
danger chances in five minutes, with each goaltender having 
to come up with game-continuing stops. 

When play reached the shootout the teams would need just 
three rounds, as Raanta stopped all three attempts from New 
Jersey, and Andrei Svechnikov scored the game-deciding 
tally in round two. 

They Said It 

Rod Brind'Amour providing his takeaways from the win... 

"I thought we played really well, we just gave up some 
uncharacteristic turnovers and things that we don't normally 
do. You can't do that against this team. They came down 
and boom. I liked our resiliency though. We kept playing. In 
overtime we had a bunch of chances to win the game. Rants 
would like to have a couple back, but then in the shootout he 
was phenomenal. There were a lot of ups and downs but I 
like that we stuck with what we were trying to accomplish." 
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Antti Raanta on his 3-0-0 week and the differences between 
the three games... 

"The whole team is defending really well. Sometimes you get 
the shutout and you feel like you didn't have to do much. 
Then you come here today and you feel good in the first 
period, then all of a sudden the third period starts and they 
have three goals in a quick fashion. You have to try and 
forget them and get back out there. You have to do your job. 
It was a battle out there today. It was a little bit different from 
the last two games, but when you come back and win it in a 
shootout, it gives you a good feeling. We're happy to get the 
two points." 

Sebastian Aho offering his thoughts on the contest... 

"We probably made it a little harder on ourselves than we 
had to, but you have to give them some credit too. They're a 
good team. They made a nice comeback, but Roddy always 
says it's always about the next shift. We go down a goal, we 
get a power play and we make it count. It was huge. Rants 
was huge in the net at the end." 

Bonus Notes 

 Andrei Svechnikov's winner marked his franchise-
best sixth-career shootout game-deciding goal. 
Svechnikov now ranks tied with Sean Couturier 
(PHI) for the most game-deciding goals of any NHL 
player since he entered the league in 2018-19. 

 Derek Stepan's two-goal game was the gave him 
his first multi-point effort of the season. It was his 
first multi-goal game since April 4, 2019, when he 
was a member of the Arizona Coyotes. 

 The second period shorthanded goal by Sebastian 
Aho gives him a league-high 13 since the start of 
the 2018-19 season, the most by any player in the 
NHL. 

 Tonight's overtime was the 13th in 37 games for the 
Canes. They are now tied with the Los Angeles 
Kings for the most in the NHL this season. 

 Antti Raanta advances to 7-0-0 in his last seven 
decisions with the win, making 24 saves, plus three 
in the shootout. 

 Raanta's shutout streak is the longest by any goalie 
this season, besting Ilya Samsonov's streak from 
11/30-12/17 (TOR, 163:46) by seven seconds. 

 Carolina improves to 25-6-6 with the victory. 

 The Canes have now earned a point in 17 straight 
games, dating back to November 25. 

What's Next? 

The Canes are scheduled to be off on Monday before then 
taking on the Rangers Tuesday at Madison Square Garden.
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Hurricanes rally past Devils in shootout for 11th win in row 

Stepan scores twice for Carolina, which also extends point 
streak to 17 

By Kurt Dusterberg 

The Carolina Hurricanes extended their franchise-record 
winning streak to 11 games by rallying for a 5-4 shootout 
victory against the New Jersey Devils at Prudential Center in 
Newark, New Jersey, on Sunday. 

Derek Stepan scored two goals for the Hurricanes (25-6-6), 
who also extended their point streak to 17 games (15-0-2), 
the longest in the NHL this season. Antti Raanta made 24 
saves to win his sixth straight start. 

"That's not how we've played during the streak," Carolina 
coach Rod Brind'Amour said. "We've been a little more 
consistent with our play, shift in and shift out. We saw it in 
spurts here, but overall, that's the reason we've been able to 
go on this run." 

Andrei Svechnikov scored the only goal of the shootout while 
Raanta stopped Tomas Tatar, Jesper Bratt and Jack 
Hughes. 

Bratt had two goals and an assist for the Devils (23-11-3), 
who have lost three of four and are 2-7-2 in their past 11. 
Mackenzie Blackwood made 43 saves. 

"Those are two points I thought we could have had for sure," 
Blackwood said. "Just a tough finish to the game. We got 
one [point] but it's not what we were looking for." 

Carolina held New Jersey to 28 shots on goal, including 
seven each in the first and third periods. 

"It was tough to generate," Devils coach Lindy Ruff said. 
"Their gaps were incredible. A heck of a battle to get where 
we were, and at the end, we got a point. We'd like more." 

Bratt tied it 2-2 at 6:15 of the third period when he beat 
Raanta five-hole off the rush from the left face-off circle. 

Stepan put the Hurricanes back in front 3-2 at 8:04 on a 
rebound at the right post, but Nico Hischier tied it 3-3 at 8:38 
on a wraparound after New Jersey won a puck battle in the 
corner. 

"We gave some really uncharacteristic turnovers and things 
we don't normally do," Brind'Amour. "Against this team, you 
can't do that. They just came down and, boom. I like the 
resiliency though." 

Bratt put the Devils ahead 4-3 at 13:48 when he scored off 
the rush with a wrist shot from the high slot. 

"I felt like it wasn't a bad time to shoot," Bratt said. "Nico 
made a good screen and helped me out to make the goalie 
not see the puck. Luckily it went in." 

Martin Necas tied it 4-4 at 15:33 with a wrist shot from 
between the circles on a power play. 

Stepan scored on a 2-on-1 to give the Hurricanes a 1-0 lead 
at 8:00 of the second period. Stefan Noesen slipped a 
backhand pass around sliding New Jersey defenseman 
Ryan Graves to Stepan, who went backhand to forehand for 
a tap-in at the right post. 

Hughes tied it 1-1 at 16:19 when he took a feed from 
Dawson Mercer in the neutral zone, got behind Carolina 
defenseman Jaccob Slavin, and cut to the net before scoring 
on a backhand. The goal ended Raanta's shutout streak at 
163:52. 

Sebastian Aho put the Hurricanes ahead 2-1 at 18:14 with a 
short-handed goal. Aho forced a turnover in the neutral zone 
moments before Blackwood fanned on a clearing attempt 
between the face-off circles, leaving the Carolina forward an 
open net to shoot at. 

"If you're going to ask your goalie to play pucks, you're going 
to see those mistakes," Ruff said. "When a goalie has to play 
the puck with the tools he has, that's going to happen. He 
tried to make the right play." 

NOTES: New Jersey allowed a season-high 47 shots on 
goal. … Bratt has 10 multipoint games this season. … 
Noesen has eight points (five goals, three assists) in his past 
nine games. … It was Stepan's first multigoal game with the 
Hurricanes. … Raanta's shutout streak is the third-longest in 
Hurricanes/Hartford Whalers history, behind Trevor Kidd 
(219:21 in 1997-98) and Kevin Weekes (183:16 in 2003-04).
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Svechnikov scores in shootout, Hurricanes beat Devils 5-4 

By Allan Kreda 

NEWARK, N.J. (AP) — Andrei Svechnikov scored the 
shootout winner and Antti Raanta made 24 saves as the 
Carolina Hurricanes edged the New Jersey Devils 5-4 on 
Sunday for a franchise-best 11th straight win. 

The Hurricanes are 15-0-2 in their last 17 games and haven’t 
lost since Dec. 6 when they fell 4-3 at Anaheim in overtime. 
Carolina’s previous defeat in regulation time was Nov. 23.  

Raanta improved to 10-2-2 this season. The 33-year-old 
Finnish netminder had shutouts in his previous two games at 
home, 4-0 against Florida and 3-0 over Chicago. 

“Great battle from the whole team,″ Raanta said. “We keep 
playing the same way. We don’t change what is working.” 

Both goaltenders made sterling saves in overtime including 
New Jersey’s Mackenzie Blackwood denying Carolina’s 
Jaccob Slavin on a breakaway after the teams combined for 
five goals in a wild third period after Carolina led 2-1 after the 
second. Blackwood made 43 saves. 

“At the end of the day, that was a good two points,″ 
Hurricanes coach Rod Brind’Amour said. “We’ll take it.” 

With the team’s playing four-on-four, New Jersey’s Jesper 
Bratt scored his second of the game and 14th of the season 
from between the circles at 13:48 of the third. That put New 
Jersey ahead 4-3 but Carolina’s Martin Necas knotted the 
contest for a fourth time with a power-play goal, his 16th goal 
this season at 15:32. 

“We always know we have a chance to come back,” Raanta 
said. “Today was a great example of that. We made the 
game 4-4, battled through overtime and got the win in a 
shootout.” 

Hurricanes forward Derek Stepan had scored his second 
goal of the contest and fourth of the season at 8:04 of the 
third to give Carolina a 3-2 lead but Devils captain Nico 
Hischier knotted the score 34 seconds later with his 16th 
goal.  

Bratt had tied the game 2-2 at 6:15 of the third, beating 
Raanta from the left circle after Carolina entered the third 

with a 2-1 lead thanks to Sebastian Aho’s shorthanded goal 
late in the second.  

“We’re not satisfied with one point,″ Bratt said.  

Aho intercepted a mishandled clearing attempt by Blackwood 
and easily scored his 12th goal into the vacant net at 18:14. 

Devils coach Lindy Ruff said Blackwood’s ability to make 
several key saves after his misplay was important in helping 
New Jersey push the game to overtime.  

ADVERTISEMENT 

“I give him a lot of credit for keeping his composure,″ Ruff 
said. “We got a point, we’d like more. Every point is crucial.” 

Stepan had scored his first goal eight minutes into the 
second, finishing off a two-on-one rush to break a scoreless 
tie. The 32-year-old former Rangers forward is in his second 
season with Carolina. 

New Jersey’s Jack Hughes tied the contest at 16:18 of the 
second, sliding a backhand past Raanta for his team-leading 
21st goal. Dawson Mercer and Erik Haula assisted.  

The Devils were coming off a 4-2 road win at Pittsburgh on 
Friday. 

New Jersey is 2-7-2 in their last 11. They play six of their 
next eight games on the road, where they are 13-2-1. 

NOTES: The victory was the 199th win for Hurricanes coach 
Brind’Amour. … Carolina won the first meeting this season, 
4-1 at home on Dec. 20. The teams meet again Jan. 10 in 
Raleigh, North Carolina, and March 12 in Newark … The 
Devils were without injured defenseman John Marino and 
New Jersey also scratched forward Alexander Holtz and 
defensemen Tyler Wotherspoon and Nikita Okhotiuk … The 
Hurricanes scratched defenseman Dylan Coghlan. 

Up Next:  

Devils: Visit Detroit Red Wings on Wednesday. 

Hurricanes: Visit New York Rangers on Tuesday.
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Five NHL Players Poised to Improve in 2023 

While many players look to keep the good times rolling in the 
second year of the 2022-23 NHL season, these five players 
must improve to meet their expectations. 

By Mason Bugaresti 

As the 2022 calendar year wound down, it is time to reflect 
on the year that was and look forward to a new and improved 
2023. 

Some NHL players hope the good times keep rolling after 
breaking out for the first part of the 2022-23 season, such as 
Josh Morrissey, Tage Thompson and Linus Ullmark. 

For these five players, the unofficial first half of the 2022-23 
season was one to forget. All these players listed are 
performing below their expected levels. However, there is 
hope for the New Year. While each of these players has 
struggled so far, they all possess something in their 
respective skill sets that offer a glimmer of hope in salvaging 
their simmering stats. Here are the five biggest bounce-back 
candidates heading into 2023. 

Jonathan Huberdeau, LW, Calgary 

Huberdeau was one of the biggest names to move this past 
off-season after being traded to Calgary in a deal that sent 
Matthew Tkachuk to the Sunshine State. Huberdeau entered 
this season coming off a career-best 2021-22 season where 
he tied his career-high 30 goals and finished tied for second 
overall in the NHL with 115 points, only trailing Connor 
McDavid. The Flames expected big things from the forward, 
signing him to an eight-year, $84-million deal back in August. 
But things have not gone to plan for Huberdeau so far with 
Calgary. The winger has just 25 points in 35 games and only 
seven goals to go along with it. Those numbers could turn 
around in the second half of the regular season if Huberdeau 
can develop more chemistry with his linemates and find a 
way to shoot the puck more. After averaging 2.78 shots per 
game last season in Florida, the 29-year-old now averages 
1.66 this season. 

Oliver Bjorkstrand, RW, Seattle 

Coming off his best season yet in 2021-22 with the 
Columbus Blue Jackets, the Seattle Kraken thought they 
were acquiring their next top goal-scorer when they shipped 
a 2023 third and fourth-round pick to Ohio in exchange for 
Oliver Bjorkstrand. The 27-year-old Dane scored a career-
high 28 goals and 57 points in 80 games last season, yet has 
just four goals and 16 points in 34 outings so far for the 
Kraken. However, hope is not lost for Seattle GM Ron 
Francis as it pertains to Bjorkstrand’s scoring slump. The 
winger still leads his team in shots, with 88 on the year. 
Bjorkstrand’s shooting percentage is a measly 4.6 percent, a 
fraction of his career average, which hovers around 11.5 

percent. If Bjorkstrand can keep firing shots toward the net at 
the rate he has been doing so far, it is safe to assume he’ll 
have a much stronger second half in the goal-scoring 
department, crucial for a Kraken team that looks poised for a 
playoff push in just their second-ever season. 

Teuvo Teravainen, LW, Carolina 

The 28-year-old battled injuries in the 2020-21 season before 
returning to form last year with 22 goals and 65 points in 77 
games for the Hurricanes. His story this season is like that of 
Bjorkstrand, where some poor shooting luck has been the 
main culprit for this year’s lack of production for the Finn. 
With just three goals on 61 shots, Teravainen is shooting at 
just a 4.9-percent clip, a far cry from his career 9.9 percent. 
Still averaging 2.35 shots per game, Teravainen’s fortunes 
should turn around as he still occupies his spot in the top six 
alongside Sebastian Aho, who is a more than capable 
playmaker. Should Teravainen’s shooting fortunes start to 
turn, it would not be surprising to see him supplant Stefan 
Noesen on Carolina’s top power-play unit, which would only 
further help his scoring production. 

Patrick Kane, RW, Chicago 

With six goals and 26 points in 35 games this season, Kane 
is on pace for his first season below a point-per-game 
average since 2017-18, where he still had 76 points in 82 
games. Kane is one of the biggest names in trade rumors as 
the Blackhawks continue to toil around the NHL’s basement. 
Despite a season below his usual standard, Kane still leads 
the Hawks in points and assists, playing for a poor offensive 
team where the leading goal-scorers are Max Domi and 
Jonathan Toews, each with 11. The good news for GMs 
interested in adding the 34-year-old Buffalo native is that the 
winger has only scored 4.8 percent of his 126 shots, which is 
also below his average. Kane’s playmaking has not gone 
anywhere, and his goal scoring should rebound as every 
other forward in the NHL with more shots on goal than Kane 
has more than twice as many goals as he does. 

Ryan O’Reilly, C, St. Louis 

The soon-to-be 32-year-old center has the highest goal total 
on our list with 10 in 37 games this season, but his six 
assists on the year show what a difficult time the St. Louis 
Blues have had scoring goals this season. Like Kane, 
O’Reilly’s name has been mentioned in trade talks as the 
Blues have faltered this year despite Jordan Kyrou 
continuing his strong play from last season. Outside of Kyrou 
and O’Reilly, the only Blues with 10 goals or more are Pavel 
Buchnevich (12) and Vladimir Tarasenko (10). O’Reilly’s 
point totals should rebound if Blues GM Doug Armstrong 
decides to move the 2019 Stanley Cup-winner in a trade to a 
playoff contender. O’Reilly just snapped a six-game pointless 
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streak after scoring in the Blues’ 5-4 loss to the Toronto 
Maple Leafs on Dec. 27, so perhaps it’s a sign of better 
things to come in the New Year.

 

 

Hurricanes come up in the clutch, defeat Devils in shootout 

In an electric game for each team’s offense, the Canes found 
themselves just a step better as they beat the New Jersey 
Devils 5-4 in a shootout Sunday afternoon at the Prudential 
Center . 

By Ryan Henkel 

Something about the Carolina Hurricanes and playing in 
absolutely electric games on New Year’s Day. 

Last year, it was the seven-unanswered goals in a comeback 
effort to beat the Columbus Blue Jackets. 

This year, a back-and-forth offensive explosion that the 
Canes managed to outpace the New Jersey Devils in to snag 
a 5-4 shootout victory for the team’s 11th straight win. 

Not every game is going to be pretty, but the important thing 
is finding that way to win. 

For Antti Raanta, who was starting in his fifth straight 
contest, that meant digging deep and resetting his mentality. 

Raanta had a stellar start to the afternoon in New Jersey, 
turning aside 15 shots through the first two periods before 
conceding a highlight goal to Devils’ star Jack Hughes. 

The Canes had jumped out to an early lead thanks in part to 
a stellar performance by the fourth line, in particular Derek 
Stepan and Stefan Noesen who combined for two goals in 
the game. 

And when New Jersey netminder, Mackenzie Blackwood, 
turned the puck over to Sebastian Aho for a shorthanded 
goal, it looked like Carolina was going to have an easy path 
to victory. 

But the third period saw Raanta progressively struggle more 
and more as the period went along.  

Early in the period, Devils winger Jesper Bratt raced down 
the wing and sold Raanta on a pass, but instead he ripped it 
five-hole. Raanta was visibly upset by the goal and it seemed 
to affect his performance down the line. 

The Canes scored a go-ahead goal thanks to Stepan, but 
then Nico Hischier scored immediately on a wraparound 
goal. Then, not long after, Jesper Bratt scored again on a 
leaky goal through Raanta’s armpit, and all of a sudden the 
Canes were losing. 

On just seven shots in that third period, the Devils managed 
to score three goals and things were looking like it was going 
to come crumbling down. 

But the Hurricanes managed to tie the game on the power 
play — Martin Necas scored his 16th goal of the season 
(tying his career high) thanks to an Andrei Svechnikov 
screen — and forced overtime. 

And as the professional that he is, Raanta refocused himself 
and took the ice with a fresh mentality. 

From there “Father Finn” was rock solid, making some big 
saves in a lightning fast overtime and then when it came time 
for the shootout, he was a wall, stopping all three New 
Jersey shooters for the win. 

It’s easy to tuck it in when things don’t go well, but Raanta’s 
resilience in net to turn his poor third period effort around, 
was a just as crucial a factor in Carolina finding that 11th 
straight win as the goals. 

It isn’t always going to be pretty, but finding the way to win is 
what matters and that’s the mentality the Hurricanes radiate. 

That’s not to say that Raanta was the reason for the win, as 
the Canes’ timely offense was what led them to victory, but 
Raanta’s turnaround performance in that overtime and 
shootout still needs to be commended. 

Now with 11 straight wins and points in 17 straight games, 
the Hurricanes are by far the hottest team in the NHL. 

The quest for even larger streak numbers will continue in 
New York as the Canes take on the New York Rangers 
Tuesday night at Madison Square Garden.
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About Last Night: New Year, Same Canes 

The Carolina Hurricanes started 2023 the same way they 
ended 2022: Winning. 

By Alec_Sawyer 

The changing of the calendar couldn’t cool off the Carolina 
Hurricanes, as the Canes beat the Devils 5-4 in a shootout 
on New Year’s Day to extend their franchise-record win 
streak to 11 games and franchise-record point streak to 17 
games.  

For the Hurricanes, it definitely wasn’t the smoothest game 
they’ve played in the last month and a half, but the result was 
a win nonetheless.  

About last night: 

Bottom Six shines, again 

There’s a lot of hockey cliches and obvious statements that 
will present themselves during a win and point streak like the 
Canes are currently on, and one that has been a consistent 
for Carolina during the streak has been that it’s getting 
contribution from everyone.  

On Sunday against New Jersey, it was the Canes’ bottom 
two lines that really made the difference. Rod Brind’Amour 
would probably tell you that they don’t number the lines, but 
it’s also not crazy to say that the lines with Sebastian Aho 
and Andrei Svechnikov are the Canes’ top two.  

But against the Devils, it was those other two that really stole 
the show. The fourth line of Derek Stepan, Jesperi 
Kotkaniemi and Stefan Noesen was absolutely exceptional, 
contributing two of Carolina’s four goals (both from Stepan), 
while leading the team with a 75 CF%. In addition to the two 
goals he did have, Stepan probably could have had another, 
as the Canes’ fourth line dominated when it was on the ice.  

And then the third line of Jordan Martinook, Jordan Staal and 
Jesper Fast was also excellent, as it has been pretty much 
all year. That line didn’t find the scoresheet, but it did lead 
the Hurricanes with 0.67 expected goals, spent more time on 
the ice than the Aho line and was overall just a tough 
grouping to handle for New Jersey.  

During this win streak, the Canes have gotten some good 
production from the top. But they’ve also gotten some really 
fantastic production from the bottom six, too. Staal had an 
extensive point streak himself, Noesen has played noticeably 
well and the Canes’ ability to not have any letup with 
whatever line is on the ice has been absolutely huge.  

Aho, Svechnikov show specialties 

Ripping these fun stats straight from the Canes’ recap 
(thanks, Walt Ruff), both Sebastian Aho and Andrei 
Svechnikov did things Sunday that they’ve become pretty 
elite at.  

For Aho, it was a shorthanded goal in the second period that 
gave Carolina a 2-1 lead. Aho won the pack in the neutral 
zone, lost control of it and then got it back and scored after 
Mackenzie Blackwood badly misplayed it. And for Aho, that’s 
the 13th shorthanded goal he’s had since the beginning of 
the 2018-19 season, and he leads the league in that 
category over that time frame.  

Aho’s got a great mix of skills to lead to the shorthanded 
efforts, which certainly aren’t a product of chance. He plays 
on the penalty kill because he’s not a liability defensively, 
he’s got an elite burst of speed and can finish one-on-one. 
All of those things contribute to why he has a knack for 
scoring shorthanded.  

And for Svechinkov, he netted the game winner in the 
penalty shootout to keep Carolina’s win streak alive. Since 
the beginning of 2018-19, Svechnikov has six (!!!) shootout-
deciding goals. That’s a franchise record already and the 
most in the NHL during that time period.  

Svechnikov and Aho obviously are elite players that do so, 
so much well. But they’re also elite players that have these 
fun little specialties. 

Other Notes 

 Before getting scored on in the second period, Antti 
Raanta had extended his shutout streak to 163:52, 
the longest in the NHL this season. He’s also 7-0-0 
in his last seven decisions.  

 This is the Canes’ third overtime/shootout win in a 
row, a promising note given how poorly Carolina 
performed playing extra hockey early in the season.  

 With another win over the Devils, the Canes now 
have a seven-point lead in the Metro over New 
Jersey with the same amount of games played. 
Kind of crazy considering the Devils were in the 
lead just two weeks ago when they came to 
Raleigh.
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TODAY’S LINKS 
https://theathletic.com/4050203/2023/01/02/nhl-weekend-rankings-oilers-panthers/ 

https://www.nhl.com/hurricanes/news/recap-canes-keep-streaks-alive-with-shootout-victory-over-devils/c-339343492 
https://www.nhl.com/news/carolina-hurricanes-new-jersey-devils-game-recap/c-339203482 

https://apnews.com/article/sports-carolina-hurricanes-new-jersey-devils-nhl-hockey-north-57578bc5a9135980bd490384331c868f 
https://thehockeynews.com/news/five-nhl-players-poised-to-improve-in-2023 

https://www.canescountry.com/2023/1/1/23534907/carolina-hurricanes-come-up-in-the-clutch-defeat-new-jersey-devils-in-shootout-stepan-aho-
necas 

https://www.canescountry.com/2023/1/2/23535572/about-last-night-new-year-same-canes 
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Zibanejad nets 2, Rangers beat Panthers to snap 2-game slide 

 

By George Richards Associated Press Jan 02, 2023 at 8:18 PM 

 

SUNRISE, Fla. — Mika Zibanejad scored twice and the New York 
Rangers snapped a two-game skid with a 5-3 win over the Florida 
Panthers on Sunday night. 

Chris Kreider, Vincent Trocheck and Artemi Panarin also scored for New 
York, which had gone 0-1-1 coming out of the holiday break. Jaroslav 
Halak finished with 32 saves for New York. 

Nick Cousins, Sam Bennett and Eric Staal scored for the Panthers, who 
have lost their last two games and eight of the last 11. Sergei Bobrovsky 
made 23 saves. 

Zibanejad scored his first goal on a power play at 14:36 of the first period 
and gave the Rangers a 2-0 with his second midway through the second. 

That goal appeared to roust the Panthers, who scored twice in the period 
yet trailed 3-2 going into the third. 

Cousins put Florida on the board at 13:57 of the second before Kreider 
made it 3-1 at 15:44. 

The Rangers started the new year with a win. 

The Rangers started the new year with a win. (Lynne Sladky/AP) 

Bennett’s power-play goal with under a minute remaining in the second 
period gave the Panthers a lift and snapped an 0-for-9 drought with a 
man advantage dating to a loss at Carolina on Friday night. 

Trocheck, who was drafted by, and spent his first seven NHL seasons 
with, the Panthers, gave the Rangers a two-goal cushion again when he 
tapped in a pass from Kreider on a power play at 1:38 of the third. 

Florida closed within a goal when Staal scored his fourth goal of the 
season just over a minute later. 

Panarin restored the Rangers’ two-goal cushion at 10:04 of the third, 
making it 5-3. 

NOTES 

The Rangers had Alexis Lafreniere back in the lineup after he was a 
healthy scratch Friday night in Tampa. Lafreniere was on the third line 
with center Filip Chytil and Jimmy Vesey. … The three coaches on the 
New York bench had ties to the Panthers. Gerard Gallant was head 
coach in Florida for parts of three seasons (2014-16), along with 
assistant Mike Kelly. Gord Murphy was an original member of the 
Panthers as a defenseman and was also an assistant coach. … Florida 
had Zac Dalpe back in the lineup after playing Anton Levtchi the previous 
two games. Levtchi was returned to AHL Charlotte on Saturday. 

UP NEXT 

Rangers: Host Carolina on Tuesday night. 

Panthers: Host Arizona on Tuesday night. 
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Backup goalie Jaroslav Halak impresses again for Rangers 

 

Larry Brooks 

 

SUNRISE, Fla. — Jaroslav Halak turned in his second consecutive 
impressive performance in nets albeit 15 days apart. 

For the 37-year-old who had opened 1-6-1 in his first eight starts, won his 
second straight while turning aside 32 of 35 shots after being a 
difference-maker in the Rangers’ double-empty-net-abetted 6-3 victory in 
Philadelphia on Dec. 17. 

Halak was particularly important throughout the second period and early 
in the third when the Panthers made a few runs at the Rangers and 
crashed the net repeatedly. 

Igor Shesterkin had played the last five straight for the Blueshirts, who 
play at home Tuesday against Carolina before contests in Montreal on 
Thursday and New Jersey on Saturday afternoon. 
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“He’s on our team. He’s a big part of our group,” head coach Gerard 
Gallant said when asked why he gave Halak the start. “He’s been really 
good.” 

Jonny Brodzinski was left without a uniform Sunday, the fourth-line 
center serving as the healthy scratch to accommodate Alexis Lafreniere’s 
return to the lineup after his one game in street clothes in Tampa on 
Thursday. 

Brodzinski had played in 11 straight after sitting out the Dec. 3 match at 
the Garden against the Blackhawks on the day he was recalled from the 
AHL Wolf Pack. The 29-year-old had recorded two points (1-1) with plus-
three rating at five-on-five (on for five goals for and two against) while 
getting an average ice time of 9:41 per. 

No. 76 is one of two Rangers centers with a winning record at the dots; 
Brodzinski’s 53.3 percent (40 wins, 35 losses) ranks second to Vincent 
Trocheck’s 56.3 percent. 

Libor Hajek sat as a healthy scratch on defense for the eighth straight 
match. 

The Rangers entered the game 0-for-8 on the power play in their last two 
games and 1-for-17 over their last four contests. 

The 16-17-6 Panthers entered the match having lost one fewer game in 
regulation under head coach Paul Maurice than they dropped all last year 
in winning the Presidents’ Trophy as the NHL’s best regular-season team 
at 58-18-6 under the combination of Joel Quenneville (7-0) and Andrew 
Brunette behind the bench. 

Brunette, dismissed after Florida’s second-round sweep by Tampa Bay, 
is working as the Devils’ associate coach to head man Lindy Ruff. 

The Panthers started the day eight points out of a playoff spot while 
needing to pass four teams — Buffalo, Detroit, the Rangers and 
Islanders — in order to secure a wild-card berth. 

Since the end of World War II, there have been only five instances in 
which a team missed the playoffs one year after having finished with the 
NHL’s best regular-season record. 

The Bruins, who won the Presidents’ Trophy in 2013-14 but missed the 
playoffs the following season, remian the most recent club to achieve that 
dubious distinction. 
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Rangers' power play finally gets going in win over Panthers 

 

Larry Brooks 

 

SUNRISE, Fla. — So apparently the key to restoring the Rangers’ 
swagger on the power play was for the team to be credited with a power-
play goal on one that came off an accidental shot while the team did not 
even own a manpower advantage.  

Are you as confused as the Blueshirts had been while going through 
stretches of 0-for-9 and 1-for-18 with the man-advantage? Let’s discuss.  

Vincent Trocheck had picked up a weak roughing penalty at 12:36 of a 
scoreless first period here on Sunday against the Panthers. One minute 
and four seconds later, Sam Bennett’s goaltender-interference infraction 
negated Florida’s man-advantage and created a four-on-four manpower 
situation for the next 56 seconds.  

Time was winding down in the four-on-four when Adam Fox’s feed sent 
Artemi Panarin through the neutral zone before No. 10’s relay sprung 

Mika Zibanejad in alone on Sergei Bobrovsky while operating in the wide 
open-spaces four-on-four allows.  

Zibanejad, who’d scored the Blueshirts’ lone goal in Thursday’s 2-1 
shootout defeat in Tampa, split two defensemen at the line before losing 
control on a deke. The puck slid off No. 93’s stick and nevertheless 
slipped through Bobrovsky’s five hole at 14:36 of the period for a 1-0 
lead.  

“It’s a good move but I can’t tell you the secret to it,” No. 93 said with a 
smile. “It was nice to see it go in.”  

Trocheck saw it go in from his seat in the penalty box. He hadn’t even 
stood up to get back onto the ice. The door hadn’t opened. But the 
hometown scoreboard fortuitously had 5:24 remaining in the period.  

Which, technically, meant that the “power-play goal” negated the 1:05 
that would have remained on Bennett’s penalty had the scoreboard been 
operated in a timely manner.  

No worries though, for the Rangers were inspired enough by that PPG 
that they actually added another legit one when Trocheck scored on 
Chris Kreider’s backdoor feed off the rush at 1:38 of the third period for a 
4-2 lead after No. 16 had broken up a Florida play deep in the New York 
defensive zone.  

Woo Hoo!  

“Having great looks and great opportunities is not enough for the power 
play, we need to score,” Trocheck said following this 5-3 victory that gave 
the team three points in two games on this swing through Florida in the 
aftermath of Tuesday’s Garden debacle against the Caps. “A lot of the 
message after the Washington game was to put it behind us, that we’d 
won seven straight and had been playing good hockey before that.  

“We wanted to cut that one out.”  

The Rangers got goals from their marquee guys, Zibanejad getting a pair 
while Kreider, Trocheck and Panarin chipped in with one apiece. Jaroslav 
Halak was impressive in his first action since Dec. 17, the netminder 
turning aside 32 shots, many from in close, as the Panthers had the 
better of a majority of the final 40 minutes.  

Indeed, the Rangers were outshot 27-12 over the final two periods while 
crashing the crease with abandon. NaturalStatTrick credited Florida with 
a 22-13 edge in scoring chances. Three times the Blueshirts took two-
goal leads bridging the second and third periods. Three times the 
Panthers cut the leads in half within 3:27, 3:18 and 1:15, respectively, to 
make the game a little bit more difficult to nail down than it probably 
should have been.  

Kaapo Kakko was a force down low again, the Finn earning assists on 
Kreider’s goal in front and Zibanejad’s second goal from just inside the 
right dot in the second period. He was impossible to knock off the puck 
while slipping into his role as a possession machine on the top line just 
as he was when the unit was intact for the first 13 games of the year.  

“He was outstanding,” head coach Gerard Gallant said of No. 24, who led 
club forwards with 15:56 of even strength ice time. “He had a gritty game 
in Tampa, too. I really liked the way he played here.”  

The newly minted Alexis Lafreniere-Filip Chytil-Jimmy Vesey unit made 
no impression at all in 6:03 of five-on-five that represented the smallest 
complement of equal-strength ice time for any of the club’s four lines. But 
that allotment was merited given the unit was on for one attempt and shot 
— from Lafreniere in the first period — while sporting ugly ratings of 
12.50 Corsi and 25.07 xGF.  

We’d say better luck next time but with Gallant’s itchy fingers, there might 
not be a next time. 
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Visit to AHL Hartford spotlights 'yo-yo game' for Rangers prospects 

 

Vincent Z. Mercogliano 

 

Hear this story 

Following the Hartford Wolf Pack's practice on Dec. 20, head coach Kris 
Knoblauch was asked if he thought Will Cuylle was close to being NHL 
ready. 

While the question was specifically about the 20-year-old forward, 
Knoblauch's thoughtful answer shed light on a concern that could be 
applied to several New York Rangers' prospects. 

"I don't think there's ever been a time where (the Rangers) have been too 
patient with a player and end up saying, ‘We missed our opportunity. We 
should have had this guy up,’" he said during lohud.com's visit with the 
Blueshirts' American Hockey League affiliate. 

"I think there's been a lot of times where we call them up (too soon) and 
ruin their confidence, then we had to send them back down and we're 
playing this yo-yo game," Hartford's fourth-year bench boss added. 
"That's been an issue." 

That critical analysis resonated as both blunt and inescapably true. 

What Knoblauch said out loud echoed what many others have tip-toed 
around. As an organization, the Rangers have struggled to develop 
prospects − specifically forwards − and properly acclimate them to the 
NHL. 

That's led to the aptly put "yo-yo game" − a disconcerting cycle of young 
players being bounced around in the Rangers' lineup, yanked up and 
down from the minors, or even traded for diminished value. 

Zac Jones: Prospect opens up about demotion and what comes next 

Will Cuylle: Prospect making progress, but when is his ETA? 

That trend dates back for decades. How many first-round picks since 
2000 have turned into legitimate impact players on Broadway? Marc 
Staal (2005) and Chris Kreider (2009) definitely fit the bill. To lesser 
degrees, you can argue Michael Del Zotto (2008), J.T. Miller (2011) and 
Brady Skjei (2012). But the overall success rate is subpar. 

It should be noted that the Rangers went from 2013 through 2016 without 
any first-round picks, as they traded one after another to try and build a 
win-now team around Henrik Lundqvist. And the jury remains out on 
many recent picks, including nine first-round selections from 2017 
through 2021. 

That rebuild era began with center Lias Andersson (No. 7 overall in 
2017), who turned out to be a swing-and-miss pick. He was ultimately 
traded to the L.A. Kings for a 2020 second-rounder (which, ironically, 
turned into Cuylle) and has failed to hold down an NHL role there, too. 

To their credit, it looks like the Rangers hit on defensemen K'Andre Miller 
(No. 22 overall in 2018) and Braden Schneider (No. 19 overall in 2020). 
Those two have already become staples on the blue line, as have D 
prospects they traded for in Adam Fox and Ryan Lindgren. 

But it's the stagnant development from many skill players that's most 
troubling. Four first-round forwards from the rebuild are on the current 
roster − Filip Chytil (No. 21 overall in 2017), Vitali Kravtsov (No. 9 overall 
in 2018), Kaapo Kakko (No. 2 overall in 2019) and Alexis Lafrenière (No. 
1 overall in 2020) − yet none have come close to reaching their full 
potential. 

NEW YORK, NY - NOVEMBER 13: Alexis Lafrenière #13 of the New 
York Rangers shoots during the second period of the game against the 
Arizona Coyotes on November 13, 2022 at Madison Square Garden in 
New York, New York. 

There's still ample time, with Chytil and Kakko both showing signs of 
growth this season, even if their point totals leave much to be desired. 
But Kravtsov has been a healthy scratch on multiple occasions (following 
a roller coaster of drama and mismanagement in previous seasons) and 
Lafrenière continues to fall short of lofty expectations. 

The latest example came last week, when Rangers head coach Gerard 
Gallant made the shocking decision to healthy scratch their most prized 
draft pick for Thursday's 2-1 shootout loss to the Tampa Bay Lightning. 
He's hoping it will be "a wake-up call" for the 21-year-old winger − but 
even if the motivational tactic works, the fact that it reached the point 
where he felt it necessary to bench Lafrenière during his third season is a 
red flag. 

The organization’s previous failings don’t fall at the feet of team president 
Chris Drury, who has been in charge for less than two years. But the 
onus is on him to learn from past mistakes and make the proper course 
corrections, so that current and future crops of young talent are more 
successful than those of years past. 

Some of the internal questions they should be asking include: 

Despite their can’t-miss draft status, would Kakko and Lafrenière have 
benefited from further development at lower levels before they were 
thrust into the NHL spotlight? 

How could the Rangers have improved communication to set 
expectations and avoid the disappointment that ultimately led to trade 
requests from Andersson, Kravtsov and Nils Lundkvist? 

Is there more they can do to prepare young players to make the leap to 
the NHL? Why aren't their perceived high-end skills translating? 

And once they arrive in New York, how can they foster − not fracture − 
their confidence? Wouldn’t it be best to give them consistent roles and 
avoid the constant lineup juggling? And is it that crazy to allow them 
some power-play opportunities? 

Without that kind of introspection, the same old yo-yo game is destined to 
continue. 

Lack of firepower for AHL Hartford 

Knoblauch's preference for patience with the next wave of prospects is a 
step in the right direction, but the Rangers' system isn't as bountiful as it 
was when the coach first arrived in 2019. 

The Wolf Pack entered the new year with an uninspiring 11-13-1-5 
record. They've been better of late, with a 6-4-0-1 mark in their last 11 
games, but still sit in last place in the Atlantic Division. 

At various points this season, their roster has featured nine different 
players who were drafted in that 2017-2021 window. Two have been 
reassigned − forward Ryder Korczak and defenseman Hunter Skinner − 
while the remaining seven aren't exactly knocking down the NHL door. 

Hartford's top forward prospect is Cuylle, who's tied for the team lead 
with eight goals. But his 0.5 points per game average over 30 
appearances backs Knoblauch's opinion that there's more work for him to 
do at the AHL level. 

The Wolf Pack's other rebuild-drafted forwards include Karl Henriksson 
(2019 second-round pick), Lauri Pajuniemi (2018 fifth-round pick) and 
Matt Rempe (2020 sixth-round pick), but none have eclipsed Pajuniemi's 
modest total of 10 points. Undrafted winger Bobby Trivigno has been 
more productive than any of them, with 13 points (five goals and eight 
assists) through 26 games. 

Bobby Trivigno takes part in the Rangers Prospect Development Camp 
at the Rangers Training facility in Tarrytown July 12, 2022.  

Quite frankly, there aren't any numbers that jump off the page. Turner 
Elson, a 30-year-old journeyman with three NHL games on his résumé, is 
the team's leading scorer with only 17 points. Scoring has been 
Hartford's biggest shortcoming so far this season, ranking 29th out of 32 
AHL teams in goals scored. 
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"For a team that's struggling, our defensive play is pretty good. We have 
not been giving up very much in the last 15 games," Knoblauch said. 
"Now, we've been spending a lot of time on goal scoring and how we're 
going to be able to generate offense. One thing we've been doing well is 
breaking the puck out, so we've been having a lot of offense off the rush. 
But in the offensive zone, we’re trying to find ways to generate offense." 

Gustav Rydahl 'progressing very nicely' 

The offense has received a significant boost from the addition of Ryan 
Carpenter. 

A veteran with 329 games of NHL experience, the 31-year-old has 
replaced Jonny Brodzinski − who was recalled by the Rangers last month 
− as Hartford's No. 1 center. He's been far and away their most 
dangerous player since clearing waivers and arriving on Dec. 9, tying 
Cuylle for the team lead with eight goals in only 10 games played. 

"He's been great for our group," Knoblauch said. "He’s been playing on a 
line with Elson and (Austin) Rueschoff, and those two play their best 
hockey when they play with Carpenter. I don't think that's a coincidence." 

Combined with the second line of Cuylle, Pajuniemi and Tanner Fritz, the 
Wolf Pack have benefited from keeping the same top-six forwards for the 
past few weeks. But some of Knoblauch's highest praise was directed at 
Gustav Rydahl, who has been centering the third line in between Trivigno 
and Alex Whelan. 

The 28-year-old has a unique background, having played his entire 
career in Sweden before deciding to finally take his chances across the 
pond this season. He was one of the final cuts from Rangers' training 
camp and has quickly become an all-situations player for Hartford after 
an early adjustment period and brief injury absence. 

NEW YORK, NEW YORK - OCTOBER 05: Gustav Rydahl #15 of the 
New York Rangers shoots the puck into the zone against the Boston 
Bruins at Madison Square Garden on October 05, 2022 in New York City. 

Rydahl has never been a big offensive producer, as evidenced by nine 
points (four goals and five assists) through 24 games. But he's a well-
rounded forward with defensive instincts and strong physical traits. 
Knoblauch referred to him as "one of the best skaters" in the AHL. 

"Rydahl has been getting better every single day," he added. "There was 
a transition to playing the North American game, as opposed to what he 
was doing in Europe, and also systems. Our system is completely 
different than when he played last year. He was a man-on-man; we’re 
more zone. ... But he's starting to understand those (concepts) and 
becoming a really important player for us. He's on our second power play 
and he's one of our top-four penalty killers. I’ve been using him for a lot of 
key D-zone faceoffs, so Rydahl has been progressing very nicely." 

Matthew Robertson update 

While Knoblauch noted the improving health and depth at center as a key 
to better results in December, he made it clear the strength of the team 
has been its defense. 

Zac Jones (2019 third-round pick) and Matthew Robertson (2019 
second-round pick) are Hartford's top blue-line prospects, with the former 
already appearing in 38 career games with the Rangers. Meanwhile, the 
latter is still awaiting his first NHL opportunity. 

The fact that it hasn't come yet raises questions about whether the 
organization views Robertson as a realistic option to fill the left-handed 
void on the Blueshirts' bottom pair. He said "the consistency part is 
probably the biggest thing" he needs to prove to them, with Knoblauch 
acknowledging that the 21-year-old had "ups and downs" during his first 
professional season last year. 

Matthew Robertson takes part in the Rangers Prospect Development 
Camp at the Rangers Training facility in Tarrytown July 12, 2022.  

The 6-foot-4, 201-pounder dealt with an injury early in his second pro 
season, but he's been healthy for a two-month stretch now while logging 
big minutes for the Wolf Pack. 

"We've relied on him quite heavily, and the consistency has been much, 
much better," Knoblauch said. "You can see that he’s understanding the 
program. It’s obviously a big transition from junior hockey, where there’s 
less physicality and you have a lot more time to make plays. Here in the 
American League, it's a lot different, and I think he's had a lot of really 
strong games." 

Robertson has posted 10 points (three goals and seven assists) through 
27 games, but his minus-10 rating is tied for second-worst on the team 
with D partner Andy Welinski. By contrast, Jones leads Hartford with a 
plus-11 rating while appearing in only 12 games so far. 

Learning curve is steep for Dylan Garand 

The most-used goalie for the Wolf Pack has been veteran Louis 
Domingue, who's posted a .906 save percentage and a 2.53 goals 
against average through 18 appearances. If the Rangers needed a recall 
at any point, the 30-year-old would be first in line. 

The focus for prospect Dylan Garand is purely development and adapting 
to the pro game. Those growing pains are evident in his .889 SV% and 
3.31 GAA, showing what a leap it can be for a goalie who's still only 20 
years old. 

Coming from the WHL, where Garand was named the best goalie in the 
league and lived in a communal setting with teammates, to being an AHL 
backup in a foreign city has been a culture shock. 

"The biggest adjustment is kind of off the ice – living on your own, being 
on your own, doing all that stuff," he said. "It's nice to have people to talk 
to and see someone every morning and every night, that kind of thing. 
When you don't have that, it's a little different." 

The other challenge has been staying sharp while typically only starting 
one game per week. 

With the Kamloops Blazers or Team Canada in the World Juniors, 
Garand was the man in the net. But now he's playing less and trying to 
navigate a new routine − and with the reigning Vezina Trophy winner, 
Igor Shesterkin, residing in New York, the 2020 fourth-round pick knows 
being a backup is a role he needs to get used to. 

"It’s been hard and kind of puts more pressure on yourself to perform, 
because you're only getting a little bit of opportunity," he said. "That's 
been different and definitely a challenge here that I'm still trying to figure 
out and learn. Obviously, when I do make that next step, it's going to be 
important to learn how to do that because the situation up there will 
probably be the same. ... When you don’t play as much, practice 
becomes kind of like your games." 
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Power play back in play for Nashville Predators during recent stretch 

 

Paul Skrbina 

 

Don't look now, but Nashville Predators finally have been using an 
advantage to their advantage. 

Namely on their power play, which, save for last season, has spent most 
of the last few years gasping for air near the bottom of league. 

That's still the case, with the team finding itself with the fifth-worst mark 
heading into the new year. 
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There have been subtle signs of hope of late, though. 

The most recent sample size — power-play goals in four of five games 
going into Saturday, when they made it five out of six during a loss — is 
just that. It's also proof the Nashville special teams unit has some life. 
Going into Saturday, the Predators were 4-for-9 on the power play during 
their previous five games. 

"That's something we've been talking about and want to keep doing," 
forward Filip Forsberg told reporters after Friday's 6-1 victory against the 
Anaheim Ducks, a day before his hat trick that came in an overtime 
defeat against the Vegas Golden Knights. 

This after the team's recent 1-for-22 stinker of a stretch that coincided 
with a six-game losing streak. 

On the other side, the Predators (15-14-6) had killed 15 of 19 penalties 
during that time frame. 

Part of the team’s success in the power-play aisle has been its appetite 
for net-front play, which Hynes pointed out this weekend. 

FIL UP: Nashville Predators, in a funk, need more of the 'old' Filip 
Forsberg 

ESTES: Waiting on a Nashville Predators turnaround? That'll require 
hope – and Juuse Saros 

"We were there but we weren’t hungry to score," Hynes said of the 
change. "(Friday) we were hungry to get rebounds, to look to score, to 
screen the goalie. That makes a big difference -- being there versus 
being there with a purpose. (Friday) I thought we were there with a 
purpose." 

It also hasn’t hurt that Filip Forsberg has been on a hot streak. He scored 
for the third consecutive game Saturday, when he did it three times 
against Vegas to bring his season total to 14. 

Still, he’s tempering his enthusiasm for the time being, the team's 1-for-4 
showing during its loss to the Golden Knights on Saturday. 

“We’re almost halfway through the season. There’s still a lot of hockey 
left but we feel like we haven’t played our best hockey yet,” Forsberg 
said. “We’ve never been in the last game in this league (at the end of the 
season), so we’re going to have to go back and do it again (Saturday)." 
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NHL99: Bobby Clarke kept his ailment quiet and created a legacy of 
leadership 

 

Kevin Kurz 

15-19 minutes 02/01/2023 

 

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. 

It was the 1974 Stanley Cup Final and the upstart Philadelphia Flyers, 
who came into existence just seven years earlier, had their hands full 
with Bobby Orr and the mighty Boston Bruins. 

Bill Clement wasn’t a superstar on that Flyers team. In 39 games that 
season, he had nine goals and eight assists. But the Flyers were banged 
up and Clement was still an important component, particularly on the 
penalty kill. Clement, though, had suffered a partially torn MCL earlier in 
the playoffs and figured his run was over. He sat in the whirlpool at the 

old Spectrum prior to Game 4, with the Flyers leading the series 2-1, 
sitting, soaking and sulking when captain Bobby Clarke came in to have 
a word. 

“Is there any chance you can play?” Clarke asked. 

“I don’t think so,” Clement replied. 

“I’m not sure we can win without you.” 

Clarke, who had scored the overtime winner in Game 2, tying the series 
at one game apiece, proceeded to remind Clement that defenseman 
Barry Ashbee was out after a horrific eye injury from the previous series 
against the Rangers that eventually ended his career. Forward Gary 
Dornhoeffer had a bad shoulder and gritty agitator Bob Kelly was dealing 
with a bum knee. 

“(Clarke) said, ‘I don’t want you to do anything to hurt your career, but 
when you’re ready to come back, we’re ready to have you back.’ And he 
walked out,” Clement recalled. “I didn’t feel pressure. He made me feel 
like I was vital to the outcome. I got out of the whirlpool and got our 
trainer to shave my leg and tape me up, and I went out and hobbled 
around the warmup, and ended up playing, killing penalties, and we won. 
And I ended up getting stronger as we won the Stanley Cup. 

“I don’t think I would have been in the lineup if Bobby Clarke hadn’t made 
me feel an important player and an important piece to the puzzle.” 

Clarke was a little more blunt when he had to be, too. One player in 
particular who he often had to light a fire under was Rick MacLeish — 
one of the more skilled players on the team, but someone who had a 
reputation for going through the motions at times. 

MacLeish struggled in Game 5 in Boston in that same series as the 
Flyers, up 3-1, failed to clinch it in a 5-1 blowout defeat. During the game, 
Clarke leaned over to MacLeish and, with a healthy dose of expletives, 
essentially told him that he better be saving his energy for Game 6 back 
in Philadelphia. 

MacLeish scored the only goal in a 1-0 Flyers win and was arguably the 
best player on the ice that night, giving the club its first of two 
consecutive Stanley Cup championships. 

Clarke couldn’t specifically recall that moment with Clement, although he 
did remember having some frank chats with MacLeish. Both instances 
were just conversations that, in his view, needed to be had. And he 
wasn’t ever afraid of having them. He considered it his responsibility after 
coach Fred Shero made him captain in 1973. 

“Everybody on the team wants to be needed and wants to be important. 
And sometimes they have to be reminded that they are,” Clarke said. 
“There’s no genius involved. It’s just, we all want to be wanted, we all 
want to be needed. And teams that get each other to (realize) that 
become great teams.” 

Clarke’s Flyers were that. They were the first expansion-era team to win 
the Stanley Cup in 1974, did it again in 1975, and reached the Final in 
1976 before the injury-ravaged group lost to the Montreal Canadiens. 
There was no question who the leader of those Flyers teams was — a 5-
foot-10, 185-pound native of Flin Flon, Man., whose hockey identity was 
his work ethic that was instilled by junior coach Pat Ginnell of the Flin 
Flon Bombers, and who took the role of NHL team leader and captain as 
seriously as anyone before or since. 

“(If) guys are not doing the proper things on the ice or off the ice for the 
team, he would speak up about it, and rightfully so,” said Bill Barber, 
Clarke’s teammate and frequent linemate on the Flyers for 12 years. 
“That all has value. You can’t put a price tag on that. 

“Clarkie was the best leader in the league, period, in that era of time.” 

The foundation of Clarke’s on-ice success — 1,210 points in 1,144 
games, three Hart Trophies, a Selke Trophy and 10 All-Star Game 
appearances — was a legendary work ethic. He was working out as hard 
as anyone off the ice, too, at a time when offseason training routines for 
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hockey players involved the lifting of beer cans much more than weights. 
Those are the essentials that put him at No. 31 on our list of the greatest 
players of the modern NHL era. 

“I started going to this gym early in the ’70s, and lifting weights and 
running and doing all that training long before most players did,” Clarke 
said. “I did it only because it would make me a better hockey player.” 

“His work ethic was second to none,” said Paul Holmgren, who joined the 
Flyers in 1976 and spent nine seasons as a teammate of Clarke’s. “In 
practice, in the training room, in games. So he was the leader of the pack 
when it came to work.” 

And he did it all with a disease that couldn’t be ignored. The primary 
reason Clarke dropped to 17th in the 1968 NHL Draft was that he was 
diabetic. Even the Flyers passed on him once, too, taking eventual 
career minor-leaguer Bob Currier with the sixth pick. 

Clarke, who had two diabetic seizures during his first NHL training camp, 
never wanted to discuss his ailment. As a player, he had to chug a bottle 
of Coca-Cola with dissolved sugar before a game, and down glasses of 
orange juice between periods and immediately afterward. 

“He hated to talk about that. He wouldn’t let you,” said Al Morganti, who 
covered the Flyers for the Philadelphia Inquirer in the late 1970s and 
early 1980s. “He’d just shut it down. He just didn’t want to go into any of 
that.” 

Holmgren, in particular, was familiar with diabetes, having grown up with 
two brothers who had suffered from it before it tragically cost them their 
lives. It helped result in a lifelong bond between the two men, who are 
still a part of the Flyers’ front office today. 

“He didn’t want to be branded as having a handicap,” Holmgren said. “He 
didn’t want to focus on that, he wanted to just be Bob Clarke the hockey 
player, and do what he loved.” 

“I was a hockey player, and wanted to be judged as a hockey player,” 
Clarke said. “I happened to have diabetes, but it couldn’t be an excuse. I 
certainly wouldn’t allow it to be an excuse. … Just because I had 
diabetes didn’t make any difference.” 

Still, there are plenty of players who work hard on the ice, and some of 
them even have other medical issues. But only a select few of them end 
up with the kind of resume that Clarke put together during his career. 

Larry Robinson spent plenty of time playing against Clarke and those 
Flyers teams when he broke into the league in 1972-73 as part of some 
legendary Canadiens clubs. 

What was it that made Clarke such an effective scorer and playmaker? 

“He never gave up on plays,” Robinson said. “He was a mucker, a 
digger. And he was the heart and soul of that Flyers team. I wouldn’t say 
he was the most gifted skater in the world. Didn’t have the greatest 
hands. But all of those things he made up for in heart and determination. 
(He was) a pain in the ass. If you weren’t ready, then God knows what 
would happen.” 

Clarke got a good chuckle out of Robinson’s assessment. Not only did he 
not disagree with it, but he seemed to take it as a compliment. 

After all, there was sometimes the perception that the only reason Clarke 
could get away with some of the things he did on the ice was that he had 
the Broad Street Bullies backing him up. If someone took a run at Clarke, 
they’d have to answer to Dave Schultz, Bob Kelly and the rest of the 
gang, so the thinking went. 

Clarke and Robinson, two Hall of Famers, both dispute that. 

“I don’t think Clarkie really needed to be surrounded by the rest of the 
Broad Street Bullies,” Robinson said. “He would have played the same 
way no matter if those guys were there or they weren’t there. That’s just 
the way that he played.” 

Clarke was known to utilize his stick sometimes for more than just 
shooting and passing the puck. The most infamous moment came not in 
an NHL game, but in the 1972 Summit Series when Clarke broke 
Russian Valeri Kharlamov’s ankle. 

Mark Howe recalled a moment in the early stages of his career playing 
for the Hartford Whalers — and in the later stages of Clarke’s career — 
in which the Flyers captain just couldn’t keep up with him. 

“I remember a couple rushes where I danced around him,” Howe said. “I 
go down the ice, and I’m making a play and doing this and that. The play 
is about to stop, it’s two seconds after I did something, and — whack! I’m 
getting a cross-check in the back of the neck. And here it’s Bobby Clarke, 
he’s still chasing me around the freaking rink.” 

When Howe realized that he wasn’t going to have an NHL future in 
Hartford, he told team management there he preferred to go to one of 
four teams. The Flyers were on that list. And he has a feeling that the 
way he handled Clarke’s agitating ways, combined, of course, with his 
elite ability, helped lead to him eventually becoming one of the greatest 
Flyers defensemen of all time. 

And, of course, the game was different back then. There were enforcers, 
there were some borderline criminal acts during play and between 
whistles, and there was more of a reliance on personal responsibility as 
opposed to the referees keeping things under control. 

If you wanted to gain an edge, you had to walk that line between 
competitive and dirty. And sometimes it could be blurry. 

“The game in those days was more player ruled, now the league controls 
everything,” Clarke said. “In those days, players got even with each 
other, but players were also allowed to protect themselves. If someone is 
going to take a run at me, I could get my stick up and protect myself. And 
vice versa. … The game was hard, it was tough, and it had some dirty 
s— going on, but you didn’t hardly ever hear of a player missing a whole 
season or a team coming to play with five or six guys injured like it is 
now.” 

Said Clement: “To me, there’s a difference between being ruthless and 
dirty. Bobby Clarke was not dirty, but he was ruthless, meaning he would 
do anything to win. That involved at times committing things that were 
perceived to be dirty acts, but I don’t think that made Bobby Clarke a dirty 
player. If we were winning 7-1 in a hockey game, he wouldn’t touch 
anybody. He didn’t have to. He just had such a hatred for losing.” 

It was that hatred of losing that Clarke had in common with the man 
signing his paychecks. Clarke and Flyers owner Ed Snider forged a bond 
that not only led to tremendous on-ice success but established the Flyers 
culture that lasted decades — well past the time Clarke retired in 1984. 

While Snider eventually sold the Flyers to cable giant Comcast and had 
plenty of other successful business ventures until he died in 2016, those 
Clarke-era Flyers were the foundation of his success. And Snider, like 
everyone else, knew who the most important cog was in that machine. 

“I think Ed appreciated that (Clarke) was so all-in on the Flyers,” said 
Morganti, who was enshrined in the Hockey Hall of Fame this year for his 
media coverage of the Flyers and the NHL. “For Ed, it was his whole 
business. Ed was a wealthy guy but he really built his wealth through 
hockey. … There are certain guys who the logo is just burned in through 
the jersey into your chest, and he was one of those guys. I think that’s 
why Ed appreciated him so much.” 

It was that bond that made it easier for Clarke to walk away from the 
team in 1984 when Snider offered him the general manager’s job. Clarke 
and then-coach Bob McCammon weren’t always on the same page — 
Clarke knew he couldn’t score like he used to but he could still check with 
the best of them, so he grew frustrated with a reduced role — so sliding 
into the front office was an attractive proposition. 

“They offered me an awful good job,” said Clarke, who went on to serve 
as general manager until 1990, and then returned in the same role from 
1994 to 2006 after brief stints in Minnesota and Florida. 
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As a player, Clarke left behind a legacy of leadership that has rarely been 
equaled in the more than half-century that he became captain of the 
Flyers. Former teammates, and those in his orbit, all seem to have an 
example. 

There was the time during one of Fred Shero’s practices in the 1970s 
that the coach was running a drill the players just didn’t quite understand. 

“He challenged Freddy,” Kelly recalled. “I remember us being out on the 
ice doing some kind of drill, and we’re just like puppets — we just do 
whatever string is pulled. Clarkie goes up to Freddy and said, ‘Freddy, 
this drill makes absolutely no sense whatsoever.’ I’ll never forget it. And 
Freddy says ‘Yeah I know, I’ve been waiting for somebody to come up 
and tell me that.’” 

Holmgren can recall the Flyers having optional morning skates. 
Sometimes that meant going out in full gear, other times just in a 
sweatsuit. 

“Everybody is sitting around waiting to decide what to put on — their full 
equipment, or a sweatsuit,” Holmgren said. “As soon as everybody saw 
Bob put on a sweatsuit it was almost like the OK to not have to put on 
their full gear. It was kind of my first example of the leadership of Bob 
Clarke.” 

He experienced it again, on a more personal level, when Clarke noticed 
that Holmgren was having trouble with one of his eyes in a team meeting. 
He and Ashbee, then an assistant coach, immediately took Holmgren to 
the hospital, and it ended up saving his vision. 

Dave Poulin became captain of the Flyers in 1984, following Clarke 
(Barber and Mel Bridgeman also took turns as Flyers captain while 
Clarke was still on the roster). But in the summer of 1983, after Poulin 
had played just five games and couldn’t be reassigned to AHL Maine due 
to a clerical error, he found himself in Philadelphia with a long offseason 
ahead of him. 

He also needed a car. 

“I called someone in the (Flyers) office and said I need some help buying 
a car,” Poulin said. “Could you help me? Is someone able to help? I 
never bought a car, and they said, ‘Well, Bob Clarke has a friend that’s a 
dealer, maybe he can help you.’ So I sat and looked at that number for, I 
don’t know, 10 minutes. Am I seriously going to call Bob Clarke? Is he 
going to know who I am? I played five games! 

“So I call him, tell him what I’m looking for. … He says, ‘Yep, I’ll meet you 
at the dealership tonight at 7 o’clock.’ So we go to the dealership and he 
says to the dealer, ‘Give him whatever he wants and he’s paying cost.’” 

Poulin figured out a little later that part of the motivation for Clarke at that 
moment was he needed someone to work out with him in the coming 
months. And that’s what happened. Poulin, driving his new 1983 white 
Toyota Supra with a burgundy interior, met Clarke at the gym at 7 a.m. 
six days a week. Mondays and Thursdays were chest and back, 
Tuesdays and Fridays were for shoulders and arms, Wednesday and 
Saturday was legs. And they were also running five miles a day, except 
on Saturday, when it was eight miles. 

“You could say in retrospect he was looking for someone that he sensed 
would actually get up and go to the gym with him six mornings a week 
because no one would,” Poulin said. “It was the break of my life. Not only 
was I was in great shape, but I also had Bob Clarke talking to me for six 
days a week for four months.” 

Morganti, a young reporter, had heard plenty of tales about Clarke the 
leader when he took over the beat. He quickly came to learn they were 
not hyperbole. 

“Arriving in Philly, you think, OK, it’s partly true, but it’s partly myth. And 
then you get there and it’s like, man, it’s all true,” Morganti said. “It’s like 
hearing about going to Hawaii and thinking it’s paradise and you get 
there and you go, hmm, it’s paradise. This is for real.” 
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Weekend NHL rankings: A top 5 shake-up, Oilers questions and a 
Panthers mess 

 

Sean McIndoe 

12-15 minutes 02/01/2023 

 

Welcome back. We didn’t have a weekend rankings column last week, 
because there was no weekend to rank. But a two-week break 
represents an opportunity, and I’m going to take it. This week, I’m 
shaking up the top five. 

How big a shake up? Well, not completely enormous, if we’re being 
honest. After all, this is still the long-term rankings, so even two weeks 
shouldn’t be enough to entirely scramble things. But we’re going to be 
adding a new team that’s been knocking on the door for a while now, 
knock out a pair of teams who’ve been regulars, welcome one contender 
back, and nudge another one down further than they’ve been all year. 

We’ll get to all of that down below. But first, let’s mention five teams that 
you might be expecting to see in this week’s top five, and why you won’t. 

Top five teams that aren’t in the top five (but maybe should be) 

5. Washington Capitals — I’ll admit that I at least thought about it. The 
standings say not to bother — they actually went into the weekend in 
sixth in the Metro by points percentage — but they’ve been hot lately and 
are getting healthy. Are 11 wins in their last 13, including an absolute 
stomping of the Habs on Saturday, enough to call them a Cup 
contender? Not yet. But at the very least, there’s more to pay attention to 
here than Alexander Ovechkin’s record chase. 

4. Tampa Bay Lightning — They have the fifth-best winning percentage 
in the league, and if the playoffs started today they’d be on the road for 
round one. That would scare me more for other teams than this one. 

3. Winnipeg Jets — I got your hopes up with the bit about the new team 
in the top five, right? The Jets have a case, since they’ve got a 
postseason spot all but locked up and Connor Hellebuyck ranks high on 
any list of goalies you’d want to ride on a playoff run. They haven’t looked 
great over the last few weeks, though. 

2. Vegas Golden Knights — They’re still the best team in the Pacific. But 
something’s been off lately, and nobody should be losing to the Ducks. (It 
was a shootout on the backend of a back-to-back, so it barely counts, but 
also the Ducks are terrible.) The offense isn’t clicking, the goaltending 
hasn’t been great lately, and their home struggles are just weird. Let’s 
give them a week off and see how they regroup. 

1. New Jersey Devils — They’ve been the first half’s best story, and I’m 
not bailing on them entirely. But it’s been a rough month for a team that 
got as high as third in my top five (and all the way up to first in the Other 
Rankings). They had a six-game losing streak, snapped it, and have lost 
three of four since. That 21-2-1 stretch was never going to hold up all 
year, but Devils fans with long memories have to be getting just a little 
nervous that we’re seeing a repeat of the 2010-11 team that had a 
midseason stretch of 21-3-1 but still missed the playoffs. This year’s 
team is too good to do that, but the wagon is in need of repairs. 

(Also, apologies to Devils fans for jinxing your no-shootout season on the 
last podcast. That one’s on me.) 

So now that you know who’s out, you can probably figure out who’s in. 
But in what order? Let’s find out… 

Road to the Cup 
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The five teams with the best chances of winning the Stanley Cup. 

The Senators’ third-period collapse against Detroit was a disappointing 
result for a team that had been playing well, but we still need to admire 
this Claude Giroux goal: 

5. Toronto Maple Leafs (23-8-6, +31 true goals differential*) — They did 
lose to the Coyotes yet again this week, and the goaltending is starting to 
wobble. But going into Colorado and handling the Avalanche was 
impressive, so we’ll nudge out the Lightning and give the Leafs their 
second top-five appearance. 

4. Colorado Avalanche (19-13-3, +3) — Yes, still. They’ve lost three 
straight, but I’ve been impressed with how they’ve continued to grind out 
points despite missing a ton of talent. It feels like Mikko Rantanen may 
have found a new level to his game, and Nathan MacKinnon is back now. 
All that said, for the first time all year they’re not my top team in the 
Central… 

3. Dallas Stars (23-9-6, +31) — I’ve seen enough. The Stars become the 
11th team to crack the top five this year, as they just continue to roll 
along on top of the division. Four straight wins, even against so-so 
competition, has given them a nice cushion, and the upcoming schedule 
gives them a chance to pad it. Jake Oettinger is for real, and Jason 
Robertson might be the MVP if Connor McDavid ever decides to go back 
to his home planet. You win, Stars fans, I’m on board. 

2. Carolina Hurricanes (25-6-6, +21) — They’re the league’s hottest 
team, with 11 straight wins. And they’re probably the first team in months 
to make me at least think about knocking the Bruins out of top spot. Oh, 
and they’re getting healthy. Good luck, rest of the Metro. 

In case you’re wondering, the next Bruins/Hurricanes meeting is at the 
end of the month. 

1. Boston Bruins (28-4-4, +57) — The Winter Classic is today. We all 
remembered that, right? Of course we did. It’s a solid matchup, with the 
Bruins and Penguins facing off at Fenway. The Bruins have lost in 
regulation as the home team all season, so let’s see if that streak ends at 
a baseball park owned by their opponents. 

*Goals differential without counting shootout decisions like the NHL does 
for some reason. 

Not ranked: Edmonton Oilers — Let’s check in with another edition of the 
hockey world’s favorite game: Are the Edmonton Oilers a team in crisis? 

I don’t think so? 

They looked reasonably good over the last few weeks, including 
convincing wins over the Stars and Kraken and Saturday’s loss to 
Winnipeg where they outplayed the Jets for most of the game. They’re 
holding down a playoff spot. They’ve shown a willingness to admit a 
mistake and turn to Stuart Skinner as the new starter, and he’s played 
well enough to make you think that can be a long-term solution. The 
season hasn’t gone according to plan but it’s also not a disaster, and 
that’s sports, you know? 

On the other hand, Connor McDavid is going ultra-supernova with the 
best season we’ve seen since prime Mario Lemieux and Leon Draisaitl is 
being his usual unstoppable force, and it’s barely enough. They’re in year 
seven of having two of the best offensive players in the league, and year 
five of having two of the best players period, and they’re in the mix for a 
wild card. Draisaitl is hurt, the blue line is weak, there’s not enough 
depth, and the whole thing may be riding on a 24-year-old goalie who 
hasn’t made his 40th career start yet. Oh, and they gave a ton of money 
to a goalie they already don’t trust and a dominant number-one blueliner 
who doesn’t seem to be that, so there’s barely any room to add help. 

Is that a crisis? Zoom in, and not really, because this is the parity era and 
every lineup has holes. But step back and look at it as yet another year of 
McDavid’s prime ticking away, and maybe it should be. 

The good news is that they’re in pretty much the same spot as last year, 
and that team won the division. The Golden Knights are better, but the 

Flames are worse, the Kings aren’t a consistent force and nobody really 
trusts the Kraken quite yet, so if anything the path back to the conference 
final looks easier. Evander Kane should be back soon, so that’s a big 
add. And while the cap situation isn’t great, toss in Jesse Puljujarvi and a 
bunch of draft picks to some team with room to retain, and GM Ken 
Holland can still take a big swing. Patrick Kane big? That might not make 
sense, but at some point, it can’t be about the future anymore. 

So that’s the final answer: No, not in crisis, at least not yet. Make the 
playoffs, get healthy, add help when you can, then cross your fingers for 
another winnable first-round matchup to build some momentum and let 
McDavid do the rest. It could work. It has before. Just not quite as well as 
it should have by now, and the clock is ticking. 

The bottom five 

The five teams that are headed towards dead last, and the best lottery 
odds for Connor Bedard. 

Remember what you’re tanking for, everyone whose team is in this 
section. It will be worth it for one of you. He’s that good. 

5. Montreal Canadiens (15-19-3, -42) — Is this an overreaction to a few 
bad games? Maybe. But they’ve been really bad lately, losing five 
straight and giving up 16 goals in their last two. In fairness, the schedule 
served up an absolutely brutal road trip, so maybe the losses were 
expected. But when you see a team that’s already out of the playoff mix 
get absolutely waxed in back-to-back games, you wonder if the wheels 
are coming off. For now, they’ll bump the surprisingly feisty Coyotes out 
of the bottom five. 

4. San Jose Sharks (12-20-7, -29) — I know we bring it up occasionally, 
and it’s occasionally going to get lost in the noise of a bad season, but 
Erik Karlsson is being ridiculous. 

Karlsson is the fourth-ever NHL defenseman to reach 50 points in 37 or 
fewer games, joining Al MacInnis, Paul Coffey and Bobby Orr. 

You know you’re doing something impressive when NHL PR teams don’t 
even have to break out the asterisked “(since 1996)” qualifier to make the 
list look good. 

3. Columbus Blue Jackets (11-22-2, -43) — They’re the only team to lose 
to the Hawks in the last four weeks, but they avenged that one on 
Saturday, snapping a seven-game losing streak in the process. They’ve 
got the Sharks and Coyotes this week, so we might look back on this 
stretch with some interest once we know how the lottery balls bounced 
out. 

2. Anaheim Ducks (10-23-4, -68) — Eyes on the prize, everyone: 

Good morning. 

Today is January 1st. 

1. Chicago Blackhawks (8-23-4, -56) — When you’ve got your eyes on 
dead last and those top lottery odds, one key is avoiding the loser point. 
The Hawks have been great there, at least from GM Kyle Davidson’s 
perspective, in their last 22 games, they have 20 losses and only one 
came after regulation. They haven’t even had a one-goal loss of any kind 
since November. 

Not ranked: Florida Panthers — Let’s just pause for a minute to 
recognize how wild it is that last year’s Presidents’ Trophy winner is even 
showing up in the bottom five section at all. Sure, a lot of things had to go 
right last year for them to hit 120 points, and you were probably safe to 
assume they’d regress this year. But you could shave ten wins off their 
total, which felt like the worst-case scenario, and still have a comfortable 
playoff team. Instead, they’re under .500, and there’s a non-zero chance 
that they could finish dead last in the Atlantic. 

So what’s gone wrong? Lots, obviously. The goaltending isn’t good, 
especially when Sergei Bobrovsky is the starter, which he somehow still 
mostly seems to be. The blue line has been a weakness, partly because 
they lost Aaron Ekblad for a stretch but also because they miss 
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MacKenzie Weegar more than they probably thought they would. 
Aleksander Barkov has been merely good instead of Hart Trophy great, 
and the secondary scoring has taken a hit with Anthony Duclair out and 
Sam Reinhart struggling. And while Matthew Tkachuk has been 
everything they could have hoped for, you have to wonder how much the 
summer’s biggest all-in move may have thrown things out of alignment. 

And then there’s the coaching change. Moving on from Andrew Brunette 
despite a Jack Adams-worthy job was a huge decision, and we don’t 
know enough about what may have been happening behind the scenes 
to know if it was the right one. It’s possible that Bill Zito felt he had a team 
on the cusp of a championship that needed an experienced hand to push 
them over the finish line. But it’s hard to argue that Paul Maurice has 
been the right choice, especially as Brunette has been part of a success 
story in New Jersey and Rick Bowness has salvaged Maurice’s old team 
in Winnipeg. 

The Panthers came out of their summer talking about embracing the 
hard. They’re getting their wish, and then some. The question is whether 
they can even get back into the playoff hunt without another major 
change, and whether Zito has any more chips left to push into the middle 
of the table. 
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Sportsnet.ca / The great outdoors: Penguins, Bruins pumped for Winter 
Classic at Fenway 

 

Luke Fox | @lukefoxjukebox 

January 1, 2023, 7:42 PM 

 

BOSTON – If you close your eyes, sitting here in the hallowed bleachers, 
the crisp thwacks of sticks connecting clean with pucks sound an awful 
lot like batting practice. 

But it’s not Ted Williams or Bill Mazeroski plying their trade in the 
snappish air of this baseball cathedral, beneath the long shadow of the 
Green Monster. 

It’s Sidney Crosby and Patrice Bergeron cutting strides up centre ice, 
along the baseline where Red Sox run from second to third. 

It’s Evgeni Malkin and Brad Marchand walking out of the dugouts, eye 
black smeared on their cheekbone. 

Cynics might argue that the National Hockey League’s Winter Classic 
has lost its lustre, that the annual New Year’s outdoor matinee has grown 
tired. And, hey, didn’t they already do one at Fenway Park? 

“It’s my fifth (outdoor) game, and I’m still looking forward to 
tomorrow,” Bergeron said Sunday, following the Boston Bruins family 
skate. 

For the players, the coaches, and the fans filing into the bleachers for 
Monday’s tilt between the Boston Bruins and Pittsburgh Penguins, the 
Winter Classic feels as special as ever. 

It’s a spectacle. It’s a stunt. It’s a made-for-TV ratings pitch, bumped to 
Jan. 2 in 2023, so as to not butt heads with the channel hog that is NFL 
Sunday. 

But it’s also a heckuva time in a wonderful setting. 

And it does mean something to those involved. 

Take Penguins head coach Mike Sullivan, who grew up a shortstop and 
a Sox junkie in Marshfield, Massachusetts, thanks to his father George, 
who passed away in 2018. 

“I don’t know that there was a bigger Red Sox fan than him. Maybe one 
of my uncles,” Sullivan says. “But we grew up just idolizing the Red Sox, 
and we had the privilege to usually go to one game a year when we were 
kids, in Fenway. I remember those events like they were yesterday. So, I 
still get chills when I walk into Fenway Park, when I take my kids now to 
this day.” 

Pond hockey. Warm afternoons at the ballpark. Sullivan feels home here, 
and the hard-driving bench boss is not afraid to get a little sentimental. 

“It's interesting because I think sports has a unique ability to bring people 
together, and families together, and they rally around their respective 
teams. You live and die with your teams,” Sullivan continues. 

“This, for me, is kind of a culmination of that with baseball and hockey — 
two of the loves in my family's life. So, to be able to experience this at 
Fenway Park is something special.” 

Take the Bruins who doffed scally caps or the Penguins who played 
some whiffle ball Sunday to warm up before practice. 

Take charismatic Bruins superstar David Pastrnak, who worked with 
Bauer to design a unique Fenway-inspired stick and skates for the 
occasion, each stamped with David Ortiz logo. 

“Bring me some luck,” Pastrnak says. “Hopefully I can score a couple of 
home runs into the net.” 

Or take Sidney Crosby, who scored the snow-globe shootout winner 15 
years ago at the original Winter Classic inside Buffalo’s Ralph Wilson 
Stadium. 

“When we played the first one in 2008, I didn’t know if I’d ever play in 
another one,” Crosby says, after peeling off his throwback P sweater. “To 
see how they how they've grown and to be a venue like this, it's definitely 
something that everybody's really got excited for. 

“You dream of making the NHL. You don't necessarily think this is 
something that comes with it.” 

Certainly not when a young Crosby — aged nine or 10, he figures — 
attended his first-ever sporting event here at this same stadium, a 10-
and-a-half hour family drive from Cole Harbour. 

“Red Sox against the Giants. Barry Bonds was playing for the Giants 
then. Dusty Baker was the manager. And Mo Vaughn hit a homerun 
walk-off. I think it was 4-3 game,” says Crosby, who grew up an Expos 
fan. 

“But Boston was always a big one back home. A lot of people followed 
them. It’s not that far from Nova Scotia. So, it was pretty cool experience 
coming here at a young age.” 

Puck drop is set for 2 p.m ET on Sportsnet and SN NOW. The 
temperature is forecasted 9°C. The sky should be sunny, and the 
memories lasting. 

“These are unique in their own way. I think that's the beauty of them all,” 
Sullivan says. “This one here, for me, might top them all. 

“From a pure hockey fan standpoint, it would be hard not to be excited 
about an event like this. As coaches, we get the privilege to watch this up 
close and personal. And I don't take one second of it for granted.” 
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Sportsnet.ca / Wiebe's World: Josi makes excellence seem effortless; 
'Canes on the rise 

 

Ken Wiebe | @WiebesWorld 

January 1, 2023, 11:58 AM 

 

WINNIPEG — Roman Josi doesn’t remember the moment when a coach 
came up to him and asked if he might consider giving defence a try. 

Nor does he recall the reason for the change, though he remains firmly in 
favour of it. 

If you’ve watched the smooth skating blue-liner lead the rush or join the 
attack at any point during his Nashville Predators career, news that Josi 
spent ample time in minor hockey playing forward will come as no 
surprise. 

That’s not a knock on Josi’s ability to take care of things in his own end, 
as he’s not a guy who is reckless defensively. 

But his ability to get up the ice so effortlessly and make things happen is 
a big part of what has made him so fun to watch during the past 12 
seasons as a full-time member of the Predators. 

“I was a forward until I was 13 or 14,” Josi said during a recent visit to 
Winnipeg. “I think it affected my game. I was always a little more 
offensive minded and once I switched back to D, that was my game, to 
play more offensive. It fits my game, to come from behind and see 
everything in front of you. That fit my style and those early days as a 
forward definitely helped me.” 

Josi narrowly lost the Norris Trophy vote to Colorado Avalanche 
defenceman Cale Makar last season after racking up a career-high 23 
goals and 96 points in 80 games. 

His offensive production is down slightly this season, but he’s not far off a 
point-per-game pace (eight goals, 28 points in 35 games) while 
averaging more than 25 minutes of ice time and sitting second on his 
team in scoring behind Filip Forsberg (who had a hat trick on New Year’s 
Eve). 

Josi isn’t concerned about his point totals and he’s been able to draw on 
his past experience of dealing with heightened expectations (both 
internally and externally) that came with capturing the Norris Trophy 
during the 2019-20 campaign. 

“Obviously, it was a lot of fun and it was a special year, a lot of things 
went my way,” said Josi, talking about 2021-22. “There’s a lot of things 
that come into play. After the year, I try to set some new goals and focus 
on my play. It’s hard to compare years and I did that a little bit when I 
won the Norris. You put a lot of pressure on yourself the next year, trying 
to improve and play even better. Every year represents a different 
challenge. 

“I think I can still play better too — there’s a lot of room for improvement. 
It’s up to us leaders to play well. Your best players need to be your best 
players for the team to be successful. I’m part of that.” 

Josi broke into the NHL at a time when the Predators' defence corps 
featured Shea Weber. Having someone like that to lean on was 
incredibly valuable and also shaped his own leadership style as he 
transitioned into the role of captain. 

“It was awesome to learn from (Weber) over the years. We became really 
good friends over the years and I started playing with him,” said Josi, 
who was chosen in the second round (38th overall) of the 2008 NHL 
Draft. “As a young kid, you come in and watch what other guys do, how 
guys behave and how guys are off the ice and in the gym and everything. 
He was a perfect example. He was a real pro. Every time he stepped on 
the ice, he worked as hard as he could. It was such an amazing influence 
for a young kid to see that. All you want to do is try to be like that. 

“Sometimes you reflect a little bit. I remember coming up from Milwaukee 
(of the American Hockey League) and that was such a learning year for 
myself, coming over from Europe and playing a different style here, with 
the smaller ice and everything. There were a lot of things I had to learn 
and go through. Once you come to the NHL, as a defenceman you try to 
find your game a little bit and you try to figure out what works and what 
doesn’t. Over the years, I’ve just kind of evolved and that’s made me the 
player that I am now.” 

On Dec. 21, Josi set a franchise record for points in a career, passing 
David Legwand, and those numbers will continue to rise with the Swiss 
blue-liner under contract through the 2027-28 season. 

“His offensive instincts are really impressive. He's one of those players 
that sees plays that other guys don't and also has the ability to make 
plays that other guys can't, just at a consistent level,” said Predators 
head coach John Hynes. “The other thing is for a guy that's as offensive 
as he is, he cares about both sides of the puck. The reason he's such an 
elite player, he has the ability to be an elite player, but I think it's the 
consistency level, night in and night out, that he can impact the game in 
multiple ways.” 

The appreciation for Josi’s game isn’t limited to his coaches and 
teammates either. 

Not only did he take a run at his second Norris Trophy last season, but 
Josi ended up finishing sixth on the ballot for the Hart Trophy for league 
MVP. 

“I hate coaching against him. I love the guy and watching him play. He’s 
worth the price of admission,” said Winnipeg Jets head coach Rick 
Bowness. “He leads the rush. Most defencemen are giving that first pass, 
he wants the second pass and he wants to go. He’s an elite player, an 
elite skater. 

“It’s the top line you better be aware of. But Roman drives the bus back 
there, man. He’s a special player.” 

Minnesota Wild captain Jared Spurgeon appreciates Josi’s ability to use 
his biggest assets in all three zones. 

“It’s the skating ability that he has,” said Spurgeon, who first played 
against Josi in the American Hockey League during the 2010-11 season. 
“He’s so shifty on the blue line as well, but he seems to be leading the 
rush and then he’s the first guy back as well. He obviously has a high 
hockey IQ. He knows when to jump up and get (involved) in those 
opportunities.” 

The Predators, 15-14-6, are currently on the outside looking in when it 
comes to the playoff picture in the Western Conference, five points out of 
the second wild-card berth heading into Sunday’s action. 

They’re minus-13 when it comes to goal differential, so they’ll need to get 
on a roll if they want to avoid missing out on the playoffs for the first time 
since the 2013-14 campaign. 

“Definitely a little up and down. We’ve had good stretches and stretches 
that are not very good,” said Josi, who has 570 points in 795 NHL 
games. “We’re trying to find that consistency.” 

HURRICANE WARNING 

The Boston Bruins remain the gold standard in the NHL and still haven’t 
lost on home ice in regulation this season (stretching the point streak to 
21 games going into the 2023 Winter Classic at Fenway Park against the 
Pittsburgh Penguins), but the Carolina Hurricanes are in hot pursuit. 

The Hurricanes have won 11 consecutive games and have recorded at 
least a point in 17 games (15-0-2), setting a franchise record in that 
category. 

On New Year's day, the Canes took home a 5-4 shootout win against the 
Devils. Martin Necas scored a goal, Sebastian Aho collected one goal 
and one assist. On his end, Brent Burns picked up an assist on the man 
advantage, which gives him a team-leading 14th power play point. 
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The recent run, which included a victory in the first head-to-head meeting 
of the season, allowed the Hurricanes to move past the Devils for top 
spot in the Metropolitan Division. 

During the 10-game winning streak, the Hurricanes have only trailed for a 
grand total of six minutes and eight seconds and featured four shutouts 
— two from Antti Raanta and two more from Pyotr Kochetkov. 

Even with Freddie Andersen on the shelf with an injury since early 
November, the netminding from Raanta (who has won six consecutive 
starts) and Kochetkov, who is tied for top spot in shutouts (three) and is 
second in the NHL in both goals-against average (1.94) and save 
percentage (.928) while posting a 10-1-4 record. 

Speaking of injuries, Hurricanes head coach Rod Brind’Amour recently 
told reporters that left-winger Max Pacioretty could return to the lineup at 
some point during the next 10 games. 

Pacioretty, acquired from the Vegas Golden Knights during the off-
season, has been out of the lineup after suffering a torn Achilles tendon 
in August. 

Offensively, the Hurricanes have been led by centre Martin Necas, who 
has 15 goals and 35 points (including 11 on the power play) in 36 games. 

Andrei Svechnikov leads the Hurricanes in goals (19), Sebastian Aho has 
28 points despite missing seven games due to injury and the off-season 
deal for Burns has translated into some additional offence on the back 
end and a spark for the power play (where Burns leads the team with 13 
points with the man-advantage to go along with his 26 total in 37 games). 

WILD ROLLING 

By going 11-4 during the month of December, the Wild are keeping 
things interesting in the Central Division. 

The Dallas Stars have won four consecutive games and lead the Jets by 
five points (with Winnipeg holding a game in hand), but this recent stretch 
has allowed the Wild to keep the Jets in their sights, sitting three points 
back while going 2-0 in the season series and holding a game in hand. 

“At the start of the year, we were just giving up too many chances,” said 
Spurgeon. “We’re a structured team and that wasn’t the way that we 
were playing. To get back to that was big. It was tough to start the year 
like that, but there was a lot of year left to go, so to be able to correct it 
and start playing better hockey right away was key for us.” 

The Wild recently got forward Ryan Hartman back and he’s helped give 
the lineup a bit more balance and punch up front, chipping in three goals 
and four points in six games since his return on Dec. 18. 

RAPID FIRE 

After dealing with a number of injuries to key pieces, the Avalanche got 
top centre Nathan MacKinnon back on Saturday night. MacKinnon was 
held without a point, but created some dangerous chances, finishing with 
three shots on goal and seven shot attempts while taking 25 shifts for 
22:19 of ice time. … Lots of chatter about Vancouver Canucks forward 
J.T. Miller and his outburst during Thursday’s game against the Jets, 
slamming his stick on the crossbar behind Collin Delia as he encouraged 
the netminder to make his way to the bench in favour of an extra 
attacker. Some see it as entirely unnecessary, while others simply view it 
as an intense guy showing emotion during what has been a tense and 
turbulent season for the Canucks. Miller’s cantankerous nature is part of 
his charm and certainly his intensity is part of what drives him, but his 
non-existent backcheck after turning the puck over on the Calgary 
Flames first goal on Saturday wasn’t a good look for him. The Canucks 
committed big dollars to Miller on a long-term deal during the off-season 
and he needs to lead by example at all times. … The Golden Knights 
continue to be one of the most impressive stories in the NHL, closing out 
2022 with an overtime win over the Predators. They currently sit first in 
the Pacific Division, holding a four-point cushion over the Los Angeles 
Kings and are tied with the Stars for top spot in the Western Conference 
with 52 points. With Jack Eichel having missed 12 games due to injury, 
Chandler Stephenson has done his part to help pick up some of the 

offensive slack, leading the team with 39 points in 39 games. … An 
impressive stat to wrap up the calendar year, as Edmonton Oilers captain 
Connor McDavid recorded 57 goals and 143 points in 87 games in 2022. 
Those are video-game numbers and the scary thing is that he actually 
had 157 points in 2021. … Some folks might feel the outdoor games 
don’t feel quite as special as they once did, but featuring the Battle of 
Alberta on the 20-year anniversary of the first Heritage Classic is a great 
idea and it should be a fun atmosphere at Commonwealth Stadium on 
Oct. 29. 
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TSN.CA / Bedard's vision and 'silent confidence' keeps him a step ahead 
at World Juniors 

 

Mark Masters 

 

Team Canada held a meeting at the Scotiabank Centre on Sunday. 
Team Slovakia travelled from Moncton to Halifax and did not hold a 
practice.  

Connor Bedard has all the tools to be a superstar. He also has the vision 
to maximize those weapons.   

"The way he sees the game unfold, it's almost like everyone is moving a 
step slower than him," said captain Shane Wright. "He just reads the 
game so well. He just understands the situation and what's going on 
around him." 

"It's incredible, honestly," said linemate Joshua Roy. "I don't have any 
words to describe that. He's just so good with the puck and doing things 
that nobody is expecting." 

"I was joking around with him," said fourth-line centre Caedan Bankier. "I 
was saying, 'Maybe I need a fishbowl to see some of the stuff he's seeing 
out there.' He's seeing plays that most guys just don't see and that's the 
most special quality he has." 

IIHF rules dictate that Bedard must wear additional facial protection, 
because he's still just 17. But age is just a number to Bedard, who was 
the first player to receive exceptional status in the Western Hockey 
League, which allowed him to suit up at 15.  

"There's no exceptional status for the NHL but if there was he'd be the 
No. 1 candidate," said defenceman Brandt Clarke, who played nine 
games with the Los Angeles Kings this season.  

The opposition is doing whatever they can to take away Bedard's 
howitzer of a shot so he's turned into more a playmaker of late. He has 
produced four assists in each of the last three games.  

"Some of the plays, he's looking one way and he's passing the other 
way," marvelled head coach Dennis Williams. "His ability to see the ice 
and see where his teammates are and knowing when to shoot it and 
when to dish it is top notch ... Even that little play to [Kevin] Korchinski 
last night. It looks like just a simple sauce play over a stick, but that take 
a lot of ability and courage to get it up and down and lay it flat." 

    Kevin Korchinski finds some space and makes it 5-1 Canada! 

    With the assist, Connor Bedard ties Eric Lindros for the most points all 
time by a Canadian at the #WorldJuniors!🇨🇦 pic.twitter.com/5N6r9AYGJ0 

    — TSN (@TSN_Sports) January 1, 2023 

How'd Bedard develop his hockey IQ?  
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"When I was younger most of my training was just going on free ice and 
fooling around and playing 2-on-2 with some buddies," the North 
Vancouver native said. "I think that helps." 

Bedard also watches a lot of hockey. He studies Auston Matthews, 
because of how the Toronto Maple Leafs centre shoots. When it comes 
to passing, he likes to zero in on Tampa Bay Lightning winger Nikita 
Kucherov.  

"He's one of the passers in the NHL with how he fakes his shot and finds 
a guy," the Regina Pats phenom notes. 

Bedard's incredible vision, 'silent confidence' fuelling historic run 

Connor Bedard is the talk of the town in Halifax as he continues to pile up 
points at an incredible pace the World Juniors. Head coach Dennis 
Williams and Shane Wright discuss Bedard's incredible vision and his 
'silent confidence' that is helping fuel his historic run. 

 --- 

After Canada lost on Boxing Day, Bedard reviewed all his shifts and 
made adjustments.  

"There were a few where I kind of swung away from the play," he told 
TSN's James Duthie during a walk along the water in Halifax. "In the D-
zone I came back and swung to the boards maybe thinking we had the 
puck or whatnot, but something to correct. We want to stop there and be 
in better position. That's something I tried to fix for the next few." 

After scoring a goal in that opening loss to Czechia, Bedard took his 
game to another level piling up five goals and 12 assists in three games.  

Bedard is now up to 31 points in his World Junior career, which is level 
with Eric Lindros for most all-time by a Canadian player. The Hockey Hall 
of Famer took to Twitter on Sunday to encourage Bedard.  

"Don't just break the record," Lindros wrote. "Smash it! Win the 
tournament." 

Bedard wasn't aware of the social-media message until informed by a 
reporter.  

"It's pretty cool he even knows who I am," Bedard said with a big smile. 
"That's awesome to hear that and him wanting me to beat it is cool. We'll 
see here. A few more games so hopefully I can." 

Bedard appears laser focused at the moment.  

"I call it silent confidence," said Williams, "because you don't even know 
about it. He goes about every day the same. Talking to him this morning, 
he's the same Connor Bedard he was five days ago." 

Bedard is often workmanlike on the ice despite his wizardry.  

There are some exceptions.  

"You saw on that first goal the excitement in him," William said. "When 
Roy scored that you saw how much he cares about the winning side and 
his teammates." 

"I was pretty fired up," Bedard said. "I think we all were. I don't want to 
say you don't expect it, but to get one that quick was awesome. That was 
probably the most excited I've gotten this tourney. We knew how big of a 
game it was. That first one is always big." 

All eyes on Bedard as he chases Canadian history at the World Juniors 

Connor Bedard is taking over the World Juniors. The 17-year-old 
phenom has 18 points in just four games in Halifax and is on the verge of 
breaking multiple Canadian records at the tournament. Mark Masters has 
more on Bedard's chase for Canadian history as Team Canada heads 
into the quarters. 

--- 

Bedard's least productive game since Canada opened camp came 
against Slovakia. He managed just one secondary assist on the power 
play during a pre-tournament game on Dec. 21 in Moncton.  

"We'll look at it a bit," Bedard said of Canada's 6-1 win. "It does feel like a 
while ago even though it was two weeks or something." 

Bedard took four minor penalties in that game, including two for 
roughing.  

"I can see that his mindset wasn't really good," said Moose Jaw Warriors 
forward Robert Baco, who plays against Bedard in the WHL. "He's a 
really skilled guy. He's got good stick handling and nice hockey sense. I 
need to play physical against him. That's the only thing that can stop 
him." 

"Probably we play man-on-man on him because he's very dangerous," 
said Montreal Canadiens prospect Filip Mesar. "We have to play [with] a 
body on him." 

Bedard also took a costly cross-checking penalty in Canada's final pre-
tournament game against Finland, but has not been in the box through 
four games at the World Juniors.  

Bedard should see a lot of defenceman Simon Nemec, who is averaging 
26 minutes and 33 seconds of ice time per game to lead the event.  

"We need to skate with him," Nemec said. "We need to be closer to him. 
He's a good player and strong too, but a physical game is not good for 
him." 

Nemec made an impression on Bedard during the pre-tournament 
game.  

"He was giving it to me a lot," Bedard said. "He's physical and obviously 
a really skilled player. He's the second overall pick for a reason. We're 
excited to go against a guy like that."  

Nemec, Slovaks hope physicality will neutralize Bedard 

Members of Team Slovakia spoke to the media on Sunday ahead of their 
quarter-final matchup against Canada. They described what they have to 
do to beat the team that many believe to be the best in the tournament 
and how they plan to limit the production of Connor Bedard. 

 --- 

Playing physical is a big part of Canada's identity, but at times players 
have crossed the line. On Saturday, Zack Ostapchuk received a match 
penalty for a knee-on-knee hit on Filip Bystedt.  

"It was unlucky," Ostapchuk said. "The guy stops on a dime. I know I 
can't stick my knee out like that. It's just unfortunate. It's the way she 
goes."  

Canada surrendered one goal on the ensuing five-minute penalty.  

"I got to be a little more careful than what I showed there," the Ottawa 
Senators prospect said. "It's not going to change how I play, but I have to 
be a little more careful." 

    — EP Rinkside (@EPRinkside) January 1, 2023 

Zach Dean was also assessed a major penalty in the preliminary round.  

Canada leads the tournament in penalty minutes and is third overall in 
minors.  

"It's something that's creeped into our game a little bit," said Wright. "A lot 
of these penalties are 200 feet away from our own net. Definitely looking 
for a little more discipline out of the guys. We always want to play hard. 
We still want to be physical and finishing our hits." 

Williams was asked what his message is to the team with the knockout 
stage starting.  

"The message is discipline's going to be crucial for our group," the coach 
said.  
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"We've taken a lot of stick infractions," said Wright. "So maybe try moving 
your feet more instead of reaching and hooking." 

Slovakia is second in power-play percentage (44.4 per cent) behind only 
Canada.  

The ejection slowed Ostapchuk's momentum. He just earned a promotion 
to Canada's checking line alongside Nathan Gaucher and Dean.  

"Refocused and ready to go tomorrow," the Vancouver Giants captain 
promised. "I've been moving my feet. I really like how I've been tracking 
and reloading and stuff like that. I'm playing the game the way I know 
how to play it. I'm just playing simple, banging bodies and making simple 
plays."  

Ostapchuk vows to be more careful after ejection; Canada stresses 
discipline 

Team Canada forward Zack Ostapchuk talks to the media about his hit 
that resulted in him getting ejected from the game against Sweden and 
being more careful. Shane Wright and head coach Dennis Williams 
stress discipline in their quarter-finals matchup against Slovakia. 

--- 

Kelowna Rockets forward Colton Dach sustained an upper-body injury 
while delivering a hit late in Saturday's game. He's out for the rest of the 
tournament.  

"You feel so bad for him and his family coming out to watch," said Wright. 
"It gives us a little more motivation. We want to go out and win the gold 
medal for him now and prove to him that his efforts were worth it." 

Mississauga Steelheads centre Owen Beck, who was cut at selection 
camp, has been added to the roster.   

"We just thought his game filled that void of what Dach was playing for 
us," Williams said. "A reliable, multi-use player, who can play centre or 
wing. We thought he had a really good camp." 

Beck played a Saturday afternoon game in the Ontario Hockey League 
and was watching Canada's game against Sweden when Dach got 
injured. 

"I knew there was a chance after Dach went down," the Montreal 
Canadiens prospect said. "I was surprised when my phone rang and it's 
Hockey Canada on the other end and I was coming to Halifax the very 
next morning. I was ecstatic and thrilled." 

The first call Beck received was actually from Steelheads coach James 
Richmond, who told him to head to the arena and get his equipment. 
Hockey Canada management group lead James Boyd called a few 
minutes later to explain the situation and extend an invitation.  

"A little sleep deprived, but caught up on that on the plane," Beck said. "It 
was a whirlwind." 

Beck took an 8:55 am flight from Toronto to Halifax on Sunday. He 
arrived at the Scotiabank Centre just as a team meeting was starting and 
received a chorus of cheers from his new teammates.   

"He does everything right," noted Wright, who played Beck in the OHL. 
"He's a 200-foot guy, who you can put in a lot of different situations. He's 
one of the best face-off guys in the OHL."   

Beck was disappointed to get cut in camp, but took solace in the fact 
that, at age 18, he would get another chance next year. Now, fate has 
moved up the timeline.  

"This team is going to be the hardest one I probably ever have to make in 
my life with all the skilled players on it," he said.  

Beck has six assists and one goal in seven games since being cut.  

Williams joked that Beck is being thrown "right in the deep end" without a 
practice or game-day skate planned prior to his World Junior debut.  

"Stepping into a quarterfinal game, I'll have to elevate my game quite a 
bit and be ready to be on pace with everyone else," Beck acknowledged. 
"I'm feeling pretty good about my game and looking forward to putting it 
to the test tomorrow." 

Beck does have some World Junior experience as a fan. He was in 
Buffalo when Canada beat Sweden to win it all in 2018.  

"It wasn't in Canada, but it felt like a home game with all the Canadians 
crossing the border," Beck recalled. "Getting to see them win that gold 
medal was special." 

Tyler Steenbergen, who started that game as Canada's 13th forward, 
scored the game-winning goal. Can Beck envision himself making a 
similar impact?  

"Absolutely," he said. "This team is filled with talented players and any 
one of us could make the difference." 

Beck will start Monday's game as the 13th forward. Edmonton Oilers 
prospect Reid Schaefer will move into Dach's spot on the fourth line.  

Canada call-up Beck gets thrown 'right in the deep end' after Dach injury 

Owen Beck talks to the media about getting the call to join Team 
Canada, the emotions he had when he was cut and what he can bring to 
the team. Head coach Dennis Williams talks about why Beck was 
selected as Dach's replacement and Shane Wright talks about winning 
gold for him. 

---  

What did Thomas Milic think about New Year's Eve at the World Juniors? 

"It was everything I dreamed of and more," the Seattle Thunderbirds 
goalie said. "The crowd was great right from warm-ups. There were so 
many kids with signs on the glass. Such a great atmosphere to be in. 
They helped us out a lot with all the energy they produced." 

Milic stopped 22 of 23 shots to earn a win in front of his parents and 
other family members.  

"That was pretty special for me," the 19-year-old said. "It was great 
having them behind me and the rest of Canada watching as well. I feel 
like we're all one big family." 

"He was our MVP," Bedard said. "He was unbelievable, but we expect 
that from him. We know how good he is. He was unreal. That brings us 
momentum." 

Milic's best save came in the second period when Sweden had a 3-on-1 
rush and he slid over to deny Vancouver Canucks prospect Jonathan 
Lekkerimaki.  

"I remember seeing the puck go across, but being a little late," he said. 
"Sometimes those desperation saves have to be made. In these games 
when there are lower [total] shots but some higher-quality shots, as a 
goalie that’s something I have to be able to do is pull out a save like that 
every once in a while. A little bit of a flashy save. It was fun." 

Dylan Guenther wasn't surprised.  

"You can tell he's a really good athlete," the Arizona Coyotes winger said. 
"Like, when we're playing sewer ball or ping pong and stuff like that, he's 
really good at a lot of things." 

Milic will get another start on Monday.  
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