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Weekend NHL rankings: Giving the Central Division their due, the fading Red Wings and 
more 
By Sean McIndoe 

We’re crossing the halfway mark this week, which means we 
can officially and mercifully put “it’s too early” to bed. There’s 
still plenty of time for twists and turns, and history tells us 
that we’ll see at least a few teams collapse or surge. But 
we’ve seen enough that we can start digging through the 
numbers without the constant disclaimers about how none of 
it actually matters. 

For example: Let’s look at some records by division and 
conference. 

We don’t tend to spend a lot of time digging into those 
numbers. And rightly so: We’re dealing with small samples, 
so there’s definitely a ton of noise, and it’s easy to overreact. 
But there can still be some interesting stuff in there, so let’s 
use this week’s bonus top five to see what we can find. 

Top five division/conference record oddities that may or may 
not mean something 

5. Golden Knights — They’ve been great against the Central 
and Atlantic, at a combined 18-4-0. They’re an OK 4-3-0 
against the Metro. But against their own division, they’re a 
losing team — just 5-6-2 in the Pacific. 

If it holds up: Maybe we shouldn’t be so sure that this is the 
Knights’ division to run away with. 

4. Penguins — At first glance, their 20-13-6 record looks 
solid enough. But they’re a combined 13-13-6 against the 
Metro, Atlantic and Pacific, and a perfect 7-0-0 against the 
Central. Three of those wins have come against the tanking 
Hawks and Coyotes, although they’ve also beaten the Stars, 
Wild and Jets. 

If it holds up: They’ll be rooting for the Central in the Western 
Conference final, because they’re only 3-6-0 against the 
Pacific. 

3. Coyotes — They’re a respectable 11-12-2 against the 
East, but just 2-9-3 against the West. That’s weird not just 
because of the win percentage discrepancy, but also 
because of how East-heavy their schedule has been early 
on. Remember, they had those monster road trips early on 
while they waited for the Mullet. 

If it holds up: A team that’s had a better first half than we 
thought might collapse down the stretch against their own 
conference. Which is probably exactly what you want if 
you’re a Coyotes fan. 

2. Bruins — They’re literally unbeatable against the Metro, 
going a perfect 11-0-0. Last night’s win in Anaheim moved 
them to 7-0-2 against the Pacific. And they’re 8-1-0 against 
the Central, meaning they’ve lost exactly one game in 
regulation in a combined 29 games against all three rival 
divisions. But against the Atlantic, they’re just 6-3-2. That’s 

good, but it’s not dominant, with just one win more than 
they’ve lost. 

If it holds up: It might be tougher for the Bruins to get out of 
the division than we think. (But if they do, it’s over.) 

1. Canucks — Outside their division, they’re a putrid 7-16-3, 
a 53-point pace that would put them in the running for dead 
last most years. But in the Pacific, they’re actually 10-3-0, 
which … what? They’ve padded the record a bit with three 
wins over the Sharks, but they’ve beaten everyone at least 
once, and are 2-0-0 against the playoff-bound Kraken. 

If it holds up: Their second-half schedule is Pacific-heavy, 
although that doesn’t kick in for a few weeks left. They’ll 
probably be done by then, but if they’re hanging around, they 
might be in better shape than you think. 

On to this week’s top and bottom five … 

Road to the Cup 

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

Big news from the weekend: Nicklas Backstrom and Tom 
Wilson are back in Washington. John Carlson is out, so the 
Capitals aren’t approaching full power quite yet, but we’re 
about to find out just how good they can be. 

5. Toronto Maple Leafs (25-9-7, +34 true goals differential*) 
— I guess? I’m officially nervous about the goaltending 
again, but a pair of weekend wins remind us that this team 
doesn’t need Vezina-level performance to get points in 
January. April, on the other hand … 

4. Dallas Stars (23-11-6, +28) — See, this is why I don’t like 
adding new teams. I finally put the Stars in the top five last 
week, and they repay me with losses to the Kings and 
Ducks. My bias for the status quo kept you out for months, 
and it will keep you in this week (along with that nice rebound 
win over the Panthers). But I’m putting you back behind the 
Avalanche as a warning to shape up. 

3. Colorado Avalanche (20-15-3, +1) — Down 2-0, on the 
road, against a playoff team. Nate, you want to take this 
one? 

Yep, that’ll do it, thanks. 

2. Carolina Hurricanes (25-8-7, +17) — The big story is that 
Max Pacioretty is back, scoring twice on Saturday. That was 
cool, but it wasn’t enough to help the once unbeatable Canes 
snap what’s now become a losing streak. 

Three losses in a row isn’t a big worry, but it certainly does 
put a damper on the idea that they were running away from 
the Devils. They’ve got New Jersey tomorrow, by the way. 
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1. Boston Bruins (32-4-4, +68) — They keep winning, but got 
some rough news with a long-term injury to Jake DeBrusk 
coming just a few days after he took over the Winter Classic. 
Fluto takes a look at what the injury might mean for the team, 
especially for GM Don Sweeney. 

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

Not ranked: Winnipeg Jets and Minnesota Wild — I think I 
owe the Central a bit of an apology. 

In my defense, I’ve only got so many brain cells to devote to 
each division. I’ve used a bunch of them trying to figure out 
the up-and-down Blues, and a few more enjoying the all-time 
tank jobs happening in Arizona and Chicago. And of course, 
I’ve spent all year twisting myself into knots to keep the Avs 
in my top five. I still don’t think I’m wrong about them still 
being a top contender, and it’s worth pointing out that the 
various sportsbooks and oddsmakers agree with me. But it’s 
possible I’ve leaned so heavily on Colorado that I’ve been 
missing the boat on the division’s other top teams. 

I finally came around on Dallas last week, promoting them to 
the top five. So I finally acknowledged that there were other 
good teams in the Central, and the whole division wasn’t just 
waiting around for a coronation once Colorado got healthy. 

Cool. So what about the Jets and Wild? 

I haven’t had either team in the top five this year, which 
probably isn’t all that controversial. But I also realized this 
week that I hadn’t even mentioned either team in the “not 
ranked” section, making them the only two teams to be shut 
out completely. 

So is this a case of a typical eastern writer ignoring good 
teams in the Western Conference? Put differently: While 
both teams are having solid seasons, are either of them 
actually contenders? 

The Jets feel like the easier answer of the two, since they’re 
red hot right now and have one of the best goalies in the 
world, so they’ll make for a scary matchup against anyone 
they run into. Connor Hellebuyck has been fantastic, giving 
his team a chance just about every game. And that’s been all 
they’ve needed most nights because the blue line is no 
longer a mess and we’re finally seeing that balanced scoring 
we thought would be their strength last year. The Canucks 
got a heaping close-up yesterday. 

The underlying numbers aren’t great. But with Hellebuyck 
and the forwards, that doesn’t necessarily feel fake, or even 
especially unsustainable. Nikolaj Ehlers is back. Josh 
Morrissey is getting some longshot Norris love. And I know 
we’ve all already decided that Jim Montgomery is the Jack 
Adams winner, but at some point, we have to recognize that 
Rick Bowness seems to have been exactly what this team 
needed (and not just the uninspired Barry Trotz placeholder 
that folks like me thought he was). 

The Wild have been rolling after a shaky start. They sat at a 
pedestrian 7-8-2 through mid-November, but have gone 15-
6-0 since, including wins over the Hurricanes, Lightning and 
Stars. They’ve also beaten the Jets twice, by a combined 
score of 10-2. Unlike the Jets, they’re doing it without set-it-
and-forget-it goaltending, with Marc-Andre Fleury struggling 

for stretches while Filip Gustavsson has been very good as a 
1A, but doesn’t have the track record. 

If the playoffs started today, Dean Evason would have an 
interesting decision to make in goal. But they don’t, and the 
coach still has half a season to work through it. In the 
meantime, they’re getting healthy and looking strong, despite 
last night’s loss. 

Add it all up, and there are four very good teams in the 
Central, one confusing one, and two intentionally bad ones. 
The path out of the division will be tough, but otherwise, we 
finally might have it all figured out. 

(Remembers Nashville exists.) Oh right. Crap, back to the 
drawing board. 

The bottom five 

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

An important reminder from elsewhere in the sports world: If 
you’re going to tank, don’t let your coach figure out that part 
of the plan is he’s getting fired for losing too much. Let’s just 
say he might get the last laugh. 

5. San Jose Sharks (12-21-8, -26) — In their last 23 games, 
they’ve only beaten six teams, and it’s a list of the league’s 
also-rans: Chicago, Arizona, Anaheim, Ottawa, Montreal and 
… uh, Minnesota. Hey, you Wild fans told me you wanted 
more Central coverage, so here you go. 

4. Arizona Coyotes (13-21-5, -36) — Just when you start to 
wonder if they’re really serious about this whole lottery thing, 
they find a way to lose in regulation to the charred husk of 
the Chicago Blackhawks. Remember, a lot of you teams are 
just one-year tourists in tankland. The Coyotes have lived 
here for years. 

3. Anaheim Ducks (12-25-4, -73) — They looked at least a 
little bit feisty this week, with a shutout win over the Stars 
and an OT decision against the Sharks before hanging in 
with the Bruins for half a game last night. We’ll reward them 
by bumping them out of the bottom two for the first time since 
mid-November. 

2. Columbus Blue Jackets (12-25-2, -52) — Yesterday’s 1-0 
loss to the Caps continued a trend, as the Blue Jackets have 
now managed one goal or less in six of their last 12. They’ve 
won two of those dozen games, and just one in regulation, 
because it turns out that winning is hard when you can’t 
score. 

1. Chicago Blackhawks (10-25-4, -56) — They won! Twice! 
Oops! 

Actually, it’s probably fine. You can’t lose ‘em all, despite 
how hard Kyle Davidson is trying. Don’t panic, Hawks fans. 
And certainly don’t go and make any horrific mistakes that 
will ruin your entire life. 

Not ranked: Detroit Red Wings — They were one of the best 
stories in the league over the first few months, offering proof 
that a slow-and-steady rebuild could pay off. You didn’t need 
a lottery win, or three years of tanking. Just a plan, some 
patience, and a steady hand at the wheel. 
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On December 13, the Red Wings were 13-8-6. Fake .500, 
sure, but good enough for a playoff spot, not to mention 
vindication for an impressive offseason. I even featured them 
in the “not ranked” section of the top five, even as I wrote 
that I didn’t think they were a real playoff contender. 

Since then, they’ve lost seven of ten, including to Atlantic 
also-rans like the Sabres, Senators and Panthers. The 
playoffs don’t feel like a goal anymore. And this week, we 
had the weird Jakub Vrána situation, which saw a guy who’s 
scored at a 40-goal pace for the Wings get dumped on 
waivers. That was a tough one to figure out, even factoring in 
his recent stint in the player assistance program and his less-
than-impressive performance during an AHL condition stint. 
It was hard to figure out whether Steve Yzerman was trying 
to dump the guy, or just sneak him through waivers for some 
added roster flexibility. 

If it was the latter, it worked. If it’s the former, everyone 
needs to pretend otherwise for now, at least until a potential 
trade down the line. Until then, we’re left with Vrana in the 
AHL while the Red Wings try to score enough to make up for 
some iffy goaltending. That’s been mostly coming from Ville 
Husso and Alex Nedeljkovic, two Yzerman trade targets 
who’ve been reminding us that sometimes teams make 
young goalies available for a reason. 

Ten games ago, I wrote that “Yzerman’s insistence on 
patience and his refusal to make big, bold moves has been 
frustrating for instant-gratification hacks like me, but it’s 
working.” It mostly still is, but this doesn’t feel like a dream 
season anymore. Instead, it’s looking like yet another year of 
patience in Detroit. 
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2023 All-Star Fan Vote candidates for Metropolitan Division debated 
Burns, Sorokin, Zibanejad among picks by NHL.com writers 

The 2023 Honda All-Star Fan Vote presented by Guaranteed 
Rate is open and runs through Jan. 17. 

The fan vote will result in two skaters and a goalie being 
added to the rosters for each division for the 2023 NHL 
Honda All-Star Game at FLA Live Arena in Sunrise, Florida, 
on Feb. 4 (3 p.m. ET; ABC, ESPN+, CBC, SN, TVAS). 

The first eight players per division were selected by the NHL 
hockey operations department and announced Jan. 5. 

While fans ponder their selections, NHL.com writers are 
providing and debating their picks for one player they would 
add. Today, our writers debate their picks for the 
Metropolitan Division.  

JESPER BRATT, NEW JERSEY DEVILS 

It's about time Bratt was given his due. He's one of the 
fastest, most skillful and creative players not only on the 
Devils but in the Metropolitan Division. He's become that 
player, with Jack Hughes, who can bring you out of your seat 
when he collects the puck in open ice. He's a playmaker at 
even strength and on the power play, capable of weaving his 
way around the perimeter with sick stickhandling maneuvers 
as he navigates his way to the best scoring opportunity. Bratt 
needs to be given a chance in this game because he is one 
of the most underrated and dynamic playmakers in the NHL. 
-- Mike G. Morreale, staff writer 

BRENT BURNS, CAROLINA HURRICANES 

This All-Star Game is made for Burns, the Hurricanes 
defenseman. I mean, come on, there could be alligators and 
snakes involved since it's being played so close to Florida's 
Everglades. Burns could bring his own collection of wild 
animals as part of the show, and that's only why it makes so 
much sense for him off the ice. He's earned it with his play 
on the ice in his first season with the Hurricanes after being 
traded to Carolina by the San Jose Sharks on July 13. He's 
been creative and powerful offensively, stout and strong 
defensively, a driving force in Carolina's leadership group, a 
character who brings tons of character and is all about 
camaraderie and fun as long as the job is getting done. 
Burns has clearly been energized by the trade to a contender 
and he's playing like it. But, again, Florida, the everglades, 
the beach, reptiles, someone get Burns a ticket to this All-
Star Game. -- Dan Rosen, senior writer 

TRAVIS KONECNY, PHILADELPHIA FLYERS 

Konecny has been the biggest beneficiary of the arrival of 
John Tortorella as coach. The forward has scored 20 goals 
for the first time since 2019-20 (24 in 66 games), but even 
more than that, his engagement level and game-to-game 
consistency seems to be the highest it's been in his seven 
NHL seasons. On a team that has struggled to produce 
offensively at times, Konecny has managed to use his speed 
and tenacity to consistently create scoring opportunities for 
himself and his linemates. After Konecny was benched for a 
period during a 3-0 loss to the Sharks on Oct. 23, he clearly 
has earned the trust of the coaching staff -- not an easy thing 
to do with Tortorella -- and has become a dependable player 
used in all situations. That includes penalty killing, which 
Konecny is doing for the first time in the NHL. He played in 
the 2020 NHL All-Star Game, but now, at 25 years old, is 
having his best season and is deserving of being with the 
best of the best in Florida. -- Adam Kimelman, deputy 
managing editor  

ILYA SOROKIN, NEW YORK ISLANDERS 

Sorokin has proven himself to be one of the best goalies in 
the NHL over the past two seasons and it would be fun to 
see him share the Metropolitan Division net with fellow 
Russia-born goalie, and friend, Igor Shesterkin of the rival 
New York Rangers. Although the Islanders still rely on their 
defensive structure, they have been a more aggressive team 
offensively under first-year coach Lane Lambert and that's 
put more stress on Sorokin, who continues to excel. That 
makes him the perfect goalie to handle the wide-open play in 
the 3-on-3 tournament at the All-Star Game. The goalies are 
often an afterthought in these high-scoring affairs, but 
Sorokin deserves the recognition he'd get by representing 
the Islanders in Florida. -- Tom Gulitti, staff writer 

MIKA ZIBANEJAD, NEW YORK RANGERS 

I was at Madison Square Garden the night of March 5, 2020, 
an eyewitness from press row when Zibanejad scored five 
goals, including the winner in overtime, to help the Rangers 
defeat the Washington Capitals 6-5 and earn national 
attention as a legit No. 1 center, something the Rangers 
were lacking for years. That narrative was put away for good. 
Zibanejad led the Rangers with 24 points during their run to 
the 2022 Eastern Conference Final and is virtually 
unstoppable when he's on his game. He was voted a first-
time All-Star last year but decided not to attend because of 
personal reasons. The time is right for him to be honored 
again and further showcase his no longer underrated ability. 
-- Jon Lane, staff write
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Hurricanes host the Devils after Pacioretty’s 2-goal game 
New Jersey Devils (25-12-3, second in the Metropolitan 
Division) vs. Carolina Hurricanes (25-8-7, first in the 
Metropolitan Division) 

Raleigh, North Carolina; Tuesday, 7 p.m. EST 

BOTTOM LINE: The Carolina Hurricanes host the New 
Jersey Devils after Max Pacioretty’s two-goal game against 
the Columbus Blue Jackets in the Hurricanes’ 4-3 shootout 
loss. 

Carolina is 25-8-7 overall with a 10-2-1 record against the 
Metropolitan Division. The Hurricanes have allowed 107 
goals while scoring 124 for a +17 scoring differential. 

New Jersey has a 7-5-2 record in Metropolitan Division play 
and a 25-12-3 record overall. The Devils have allowed 105 
goals while scoring 136 for a +31 scoring differential. 

The teams meet Tuesday for the third time this season. The 
Hurricanes won the previous matchup 4-1. Pacioretty scored 
two goals in the win. 

TOP PERFORMERS: Sebastian Aho has 12 goals and 19 
assists for the Hurricanes. Jordan Staal has four goals and 
five assists over the last 10 games. 

Jack Hughes has 26 goals and 23 assists for the Devils. 
Jesper Bratt has scored five goals with five assists over the 
last 10 games. 

LAST 10 GAMES: Hurricanes: 7-2-1, averaging 3.7 goals, 
6.5 assists, 4.5 penalties and nine penalty minutes while 
giving up 2.6 goals per game. 

Devils: 4-5-1, averaging 3.1 goals, 5.3 assists, 3.4 penalties 
and 8.4 penalty minutes while giving up 2.9 goals per game. 

INJURIES: Hurricanes: Ondrej Kase: out (concussion), 
Frederik Andersen: out (undisclosed), Jake Gardiner: out 
(hip/back), Stefan Noesen: day to day (lower body). 

Devils: John Marino: out (upper body), Jonathan Bernier: out 
(hip), Nathan Bastian: out (upper-body). 
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About Last Night: Timely Saves (or the lack thereof) 
The Carolina Hurricanes have now lost three straight games 
after winning 11 in a row. 

By Ryan Henkel  

When you look at the Carolina Hurricanes’ 11-game winning 
streak, one thing was consistent: goaltending. 

Four total shutouts, saves in sequence and just getting the 
job done. 

When you look at this recent three-game losing streak, one 
thing is consistent: goaltending. 

Carolina has now lost back to back games where it 
generated 67 and 42 shots. 

The difference in these games has been the netminders. 
Because while the opponents have been making stellar 
saves to keep their teams in the game, the Hurricanes 
netminders look average at best. 

In terms of last night, three goals allowed on 18 shots is just 
not good enough. 

Raanta’s team battled back to not only tie the game, but also 
to take the lead, and he couldn’t do enough to support them. 

Kirill Marchenko, the Blue Jackets’ Russian rookie, 
absolutely dismantled Raanta, scoring a hat trick as well as a 
shootout tally and none of this goals where especially 
impressive, outside of maybe the shootout one.  

All three should have been routine saves, but Raanta was 
just not on his game.  

It’s a tough spot to be. Currently, the Canes have three 
goaltenders who don’t seem like they can be relied upon. 

Antti Raanta has been leaky in his last two starts, Pyotr 
Kochetkov has come down to Earth and Frederik Andersen 

is still out with an injury. It’s tough sledding for a team that 
looked to have it figured out not so long ago.  

Because the goalies have all shown that they are capable of 
playing big games, shutting it down and coming out with the 
win, but the issue is that it isn’t happening now. 

As Carolina approaches the halfway point, somebody needs 
to emerge as the frontrunner to carry the team.  

On a different note, welcome to the Carolina Hurricanes, 
Max Pacioretty. Two goals on the afternoon will do mighty 
fine in accustoming yourself to your teammates and earning 
some adoring fans. 

Sure they were both deflections off of Blue Jackets players, 
but you create your own luck and bounces and Pacioretty 
has been doing just that. Adding not only his natural scoring 
touch, but also his size to that top line will do good for 
boosting the Hurricanes’ overall offensive output. 

Oh, and Brady Skjei is still a stud. 

He’s such a smooth skater for a defenseman of his size and 
he has seemingly carried his scoring touch over into this 
year, now with goals in back-to-back games. 

So there are a lot of aspects of Carolina’s game to like, but 
goaltending has started to slip a bit as of late. It’s no a 
reason to panic, as all goalies go through dry spells, but the 
Canes need somebody to step up and be that more 
consistent presence, because the schedule isn’t getting any 
easier. 

Whether it’s Kochetkov or Raanta or even the return of 
Andersen at some point, somebody just had to take that step 
and take on the mantle for the team. 

 

 

 

 
 
 

TODAY’S LINKS 
https://theathletic.com/4070198/2023/01/09/nhl-weekend-rankings-red-wings/ 

https://www.nhl.com/news/all-star-fan-vote-metropolitan-division-candidates-debated/c-339688496 
https://apnews.com/article/sports-carolina-hurricanes-nhl-hockey-max-pacioretty-68fde8d601954640a4409ed9c0329e5e 

https://www.canescountry.com/2023/1/8/23544377/about-last-night-timely-saves-lack-thereof-carolina-hurricanes-columbus-blue-jackets-raanta 
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From rupture, a bond: How Justin Williams helped Max Pacioretty get 
back on the ice 

 

Luke DeCock 

 

Raleigh-In the days after the surgery that put Max Pacioretty’s right 
Achilles tendon back together — while he was still trying to piece 
together his new life in Raleigh — he started planning his recovery before 
he even got out of bed. 

There were immediate details to handle. His wife had yet to arrive. He 
needed to find a house to rent. They had to find schools and hockey 
teams for their five kids. August is the month in which a hockey player 
changing teams builds the foundation for the new season, and Pacioretty 
had barely even gotten started. 

But even as he managed all of that, he was already managing his plan to 
get back on the ice. He knew he wanted to get as much information 
about the rehabilitation process as he could, and he started thinking 
about other players who had been through it. He didn’t know Justin 
Williams, the former Carolina Hurricanes captain who suffered the same 
injury 14 years earlier, but he put Williams — still here and now a 
consultant to general manager Don Waddell — at the top of his list to 
call. 

Williams beat him to it. 

That first conversation led to a five-month partnership in recovery, daily 
conversations about the process, quiet practices on empty ice and an 
accelerated return to action. 

“For me, Willy is just a smart hockey player and normally guys like that 
normally know their bodies as well,” Pacioretty said. “He helped me out 
with what I should feel and what I will feel and when to pump the brakes.” 

Williams was 26 years old when he beat all expectations and was back 
playing only 78 days after his surgery. With Williams’ help, Pacioretty, 33, 
followed the same path, making his debut with the Hurricanes on 
Thursday, six months after he was acquired from the Vegas Golden 
Knights, 138 days after his own surgery and more than two weeks ahead 
of projections. 

“Willy went through it, and to have somebody say this is how it’s 
supposed to feel and how hard you can push it, I think all that has been a 
blessing for Max,” Hurricanes coach Rod Brind’Amour said. 

There were some differences between their situations — not only their 
ages, but Pacioretty was able to have minimally invasive surgery, saving 
him the long scar down the back of his ankle — but from two ruptured 
tendons, many years apart, a new bond formed. 

“You look at your scars and realize you still have a long playing career 
ahead of you if you want it,” Williams said. “The last couple years he’s 
been bit pretty hard by injuries. Knowing it’s not the end, that you still 
have some pretty good years ahead of you, was really important for him.” 

The truth is, Pacioretty probably needed someone like Williams on his 
side. It’s a lonely existence being injured, away from the group, 
especially wearing a new jersey in a new city. The Hurricanes spent a 
good chunk of the first half of the season on the road, leaving Pacioretty 
at home, a man without a team. 

“I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t difficult,” Pacioretty said. “You’re a 
competitor. You want to get out there whether your team’s winning or 
losing. I’ve played this game for a long time and you never want to show 
up to the rink and not be out there with the guys.” 

He talked to as many players as he could who had been through or were 
going through the same thing. Anthony Duclair was six weeks ahead of 
Pacioretty, having torn his Achilles in June. He’s skating with the Florida 
Panthers but hasn’t played yet. Jean-Gabriel Pageau did it four years 
ago. Pacioretty found himself in a brotherhood he never expected, even if 
both of those players, like Williams, were younger when it happened. 

With Williams, it was an every-day conversation. He became Pacioretty’s 
therapist and personal recovery coach who happened to know better 
than anyone exactly what he was going through. At the beginning, it was 
about pain and mobility and rehab and life. As Pacioretty healed, they 
transitioned to the ice, slowly working back to this point. 

At each stage, Williams talked Pacioretty through what was happening, 
what would come next. It brought predictability to a process more often 
fraught with uncertainty and doubt. While Pacioretty’s parents and in-
laws visited in shifts to help out at home, Williams was there to help out 
with the hockey. 

“It was just kind of a daily thing,” Williams said. “I was just there to have 
him bounce ideas off of, make sure everything was normal, right? ‘Did 
you feel like this?’ ‘How did this feel?’ ‘Did this happen?’ ‘When did you 
feel comfortable playing?’ 

“I was just there to tell him yes, that’s normal, Max, this is what I did, this 
is how I felt. Those were all steps that I took week to week. Really, that’s 
what I was able to do for him. Just be around a little bit and skate with 
him while the guys were on the road, which seems like almost this whole 
year so far.” 

Pacioretty was able to join the team for practice in mid-December, 
wearing a non-contact jersey. Three weeks later, he made his debut 
against the Nashville Predators. 

“I’m happy with where I’m at,” Pacioretty said. “I’m much older than a lot 
of these guys who have had this injury, and that was kind of my 
competition for returning to play and how good you feel.” 

Williams was watching his son play high school basketball Thursday 
night, but he got a text from Pacioretty before the game, one last 
exchange of thoughts at the end of it all, the final missive of an unlikely 
partnership. 

Never miss a Luke DeCock column. Sign up at tinyurl.com/lukeslatest to 
have them delivered directly to your email inbox as soon as they post. 
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Devils’ Jack Hughes stays hot, ‘represents’ N.J. in OT win over Rangers 

 

Updated: Jan. 08, 2023, 4:17 p.m. 

Published Jan. 08, 2023, 4:01 p.m. 

By Ryan Novozinsky | NJ Advance Media for NJ.com 

 

Jack Hughes had no clue that Saturday’s game against the Rangers had 
massive standings implications. 

“No, I didn’t know that. But yeah, I don’t know,” Hughes said in response 
to a question about how the Devils could have lost their second place 
spot in the Metropolitan Division standings if they fell to New York. 

He knew about his personal stakes, though. After scoring two heroic 
goals in the 4-3 overtime win over the Rangers, Hughes improved his 
goal total to 26 on the season and eight in his past five games. Since 
Dec. 30, Hughes leads the NHL in goals, points (10) and shots on goal 
(37). 

“I knew that, yeah,” he said with a smile. 

So, what is he doing differently this season? Hughes already matched his 
goal total from last season – 26 goals in nine less games – and looks like 
one of the top players in the NHL at age 21 years old. He credits his 
prolific shooting numbers (184 shots) to his increase in production. 

“Sometimes when you’re shooting the puck a lot, it doesn’t go in. And 
sometimes when you’re shooting a lot, you get the bounces,” Hughes 
said. “Listen, I missed a lot of chances today too. I think I had 10 shots 
and two of them went in. So (Rangers goalie Igor Shesterkin) obviously 
made a lot of saves on me as well.” 

Hughes’ 10 shots on goal against New York surpassed his career high of 
nine. That previous record came on Thursday vs. St. Louis. He is 
progressing at an exponential rate – Hughes was named a 2023 NHL All-
Star on Thursday – but still seems more happy about his team’s 
successes rather than his own. 

The Devils, despite posting an abysmal 27-46-9 record last season, are 
two wins shy of passing their win total from last year. For Hughes – who 
has never played in a playoff series – this season has been a refreshing 
change of pace. 

“It’s been good,” Hughes said of his career journey. “This team has 
obviously been taking a lot of steps and personally I’ve been taking 
steps, so it’s all a part of the journey and I feel like we’re in a good spot 
right now.” 

He takes pride in representing his team’s state, too. After scoring his 
second goal on New York, Hughes skated toward the boards, gripped the 
Devils logo on his Reverse Retro sweater and started flashing it at the 
split crowd. After the game, Hughes said he did this to ignite the 
Prudential Center fans. 

“That was just representing Jersey a little bit,” Hughes said. 

Hughes’ play and on-ice energy is elevating his teammates. Yes, the 
Devils had an awful December – they went 4-7-2 and had the seventh 
lowest point total in the NHL – but they have a 3-1-1 record since 2023 
began and look similar to the team that won 13 games in a row in 
November. 

Coach Lindy Ruff said Hughes’ “confidence” and playmaking abilities are 
key for the playoff-hopeful squad. 

“A lot of confidence shooting the puck,” Ruff said. “If you look at some of 
his goals, we’ve had a good net front. We’ve shot through people. It’s 
important you take the goalie’s eyes away. We all know he’s a 
tremendous skater and he can log more minutes than other guys. Plays 
where it looks like the opposition is trying to get off the ice and he keeps 
going, I thought he generated some of his own chances.” 
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Blue Jackets impress despite 1-0 loss to Washington Capitals 

 

BRIAN HEDGER   

 

WASHINGTON — Among the most important things the Blue Jackets 
need their young team to learn is how to handle the relentless grind of 
the NHL schedule.  

There’s a lot of hockey during an 82-game schedule and it doesn’t grant 
much time to celebrate highs or wallow in the lows. Games arrive in 
waves and it can be overwhelming for those not used to it. Growth 
opportunities arise with nearly the same frequency and the Blue Jackets 
grew from a challenging one Sunday in a bittersweet 1-0 loss to the 
Washington Capitals.  

“That was an excellent game by us all the way around, (from the) 
goaltender out,” Blue Jackets coach Brad Larsen said after watching his 
team outshoot Washington 37-19. “The compete (level) was very high. 
We had a ton of looks. It was good.”  

It was also the day after rookie Kirill Marchenko thrilled a sell-out crowd 
Saturday at Nationwide Arena with his first NHL hat trick in a 4-3 
shootout win over the Carolina Hurricanes. Still missing nine NHL 
regulars, the Blue Jackets didn’t show signs of fatigue, physical or 
mental, and did everything they could to win except get the puck past 
Capitals goalie Darcy Kuemper. 

It was the fourth time this season Columbus was shut out, but this one 
was different. 

The Blue Jackets (12-25-2) overcame an early push from the Capitals 
(23-14-6) and steadily gained command from about the 10-minute mark 
of the first to the final horn. Erik Gustafsson scored the lone goal 2:43 
into the game, but even that was helped through goalie Elvis Merzlikins’ 
pads by a fortunate deflection off the skate of Blue Jackets rookie 
defenseman Tim Berni.  

“I feel like we played a good game,” said Blue Jackets forward Patrik 
Laine, who led all players with nine shots. “Sometimes when you play 
good games, (you don’t get) the results and we couldn’t score, so it came 
down to zero goals. But we had a lot of chances and I feel like overall we 
played a good 60 (minutes), which we haven’t done too many times this 
year.” 

Columbus outshot Washington in all three periods. After finishing the first 
with a 12-8 advantage, the Blue Jackets cranked out margins of 12-5 in 
the second and 13-6 in the third, including a late 6-on-5 push for the last 
1:28 with their net empty.  

During that stretch, the Capitals blocked three shots and Kuemper made 
key saves against Kent Johnson, Laine and Johnny Gaudreau.  

“That’s a game you want to win so badly,” Blue Jackets defenseman 
Andrew Peeke said. “For 60 minutes, we put it all together there. I think 
every guy can look themselves in the mirror and be like, ‘I put it all on the 
table.’ That’s the unfortunate part. Sometimes, you’ve got to tip the cap to 
the goalie and we’ve just got to take what the game gave to us and move 
on from it.” 

It was the latest “bad luck” goal for Merzlikins, but it stiffened the resolve 
of both the goalie and his team. Merzlikins only needed to make 18 
saves to keep the Blue Jackets within a goal and he held up his end of 
the bargain. The Blue Jackets just couldn’t help him out offensively, 
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which has become an issue of late with such a green team facing a 
parade of strong defensive teams.  

As Larsen said, it was an impressive performance. The Capitals had a 
day off Saturday while the Blue Jackets played Carolina and Washington 
also got top forwards Nicklas Backstrom and Tom Wilson into the lineup 
for the first time this season. 

Holding the Capitals to a season-low in shots, despite losing, is the kind 
of thing a struggling young team can use as a badly needed building 
block. 

“We have nine NHL regulars out who’ve been through it and understand 
back-to-backs, the grind of it,” Larsen said. “With youth, you hope you get 
energy, a quick recovery and all that stuff, but you have to manage it. 
You have to dig deep. You have to bring that same energy you brought 
(before). That’s the consistency. There can’t be a big drop-off in there 
and you’ve got to go through it.” 

Columbus Blue Jackets vs Washington Capitals takeaways 

— This one stung, but not in the usual way. While the Blue Jackets didn’t 
get the result they wanted out, they did leave Washington knowing there 
wasn’t a lot else they could’ve done. That’s a feeling they haven’t had 
nearly enough this season, which is a positive in itself.  

Despite not scoring, Columbus finished with advantages at 5-on-5 in 
attempts (54-42), shots (26-17), scoring chances (24-13) and high-
danger chances (11-6). If the Blue Jackets can string together a stretch 
of games with that same effectiveness and effort, their confidence should 
skyrocket.  

“The guys had a back-to-back, I was fresh, and they still didn’t let me 
work a lot,” Merzlikins said. “That’s awesome. The guys were blocking 
the shots and they were working hard in the corners, as well. That was 
our priority. Win the battles 1-on-1 and 2-on-2s, as well, and they did 
awesome.” 

— After scoring his first NHL goal since 2021 in the Blue Jackets' 6-2 
loss to the Capitals in Columbus last week, defenseman Gavin 
Bayreuther said, "I’m fighting for my life a bit here," in reference to injured 
rookie defenseman Nick Blankenburg nearing a return from a fractured 
ankle and high-ankle sprain. Bayreuther is a candidate to be returned to 
the Cleveland Monsters once Blankenburg returns, along with rookies 
Marcus Bjork and Tim Berni, but his "fight" was more literal Sunday. 

Washington's Garnet Hathaway smashed Bjork in front of the Columbus 
bench late in the first, Bayreuther didn't like the hit. He immediately threw 
his gloves down to fight and grabbed Hathaway, who worked to get 
Bayreuther's helmet off before landing a big overhand right. Bayreuther 
countered with a glancing blow before stumbling in front of the Capitals' 
bench, having his head rammed into the railing and then receiving a 
punch to the head from Hathaway while he was on his knees. 

Adding insult to all of that, Bayreuther was assessed an extra two 
minutes for roughing to his five-minute fighting major, putting Washington 
a power play. Bayreuther was rewarded for quick reaction to the hit when 
the Blue Jackets killed off the roughing penalty and that lift carried into 
the second period. 

— Larsen and associate head coach Pascal Vincent have a difficult 
riddle to solve with the Blue Jackets’ forwards. 

Their most trusted group appears to be Sean Kuraly’s line, which 
includes Liam Foudy and Mathieu Olivier while Eric Robinson (upper 
body) is out. Kuraly is the team's most experienced faceoff option while 
captain Boone Jenner is out with a fractured thumb, so his line is being 
used as a first or second group. 

The problem is that none of them are top offensive weapons, despite 
Kuraly’s seven goals in 37 games. Olivier has scored just two goals and 
hasn’t found the back of the net since Nov. 23, a 17-game drought. 
Foudy is looking for his first NHL regular-season goal after logging 49 
games over the past four seasons, a span that includes 23 games this 
year.  

According to Natural Stat Trick, Kuraly's line logged 12:01 together for 
the Jackets' second-highest 5-on-5 ice time, including 11 shifts combined 
with the Capitals leading 1-0 in the second and third periods. The second 
line of Gustav Nyquist, Jack Roslovic and Laine earned the most 5-on-5 
ice time (12:54), including seven shifts in the third. The “first” line of 
Johnny Gaudreau, Kent Johnson and Emil Bemstrom skated just 9:00 of 
5-on-5 — despite Gaudreau’s 11 goals, 27 assists and 38 points all 
team-highs in scoring. 

Johnson, Gaudreau and Bemstrom have more skill than Kuraly, Olivier 
and Foudy – who hit the crossbar from the low slot and was stonewalled 
by Kuemper on a breakaway – but the Blue Jackets’ coaching staff 
appears to prefer the two-way security of the latter unit. Cole Sillinger’s 
line, which includes Marchenko, was limited to 7:19 of 5-on-5. 

— Merzlikins was solid after allowing yet another bad-luck goal through 
his pads on Gustafsson’s early shot off Berni's skate. After being tagged 
for six goals against the Capitals on Thursday in Columbus, he needed a 
game like this just to start restoring confidence. Merzlikins had a bloated 
4.78 goals-against average and frigid .861 save percentage going into 
the game, which was his second appearance since Dec. 13 against the 
Florida Panthers.   

This is the first year of a five-year contract Merzlikins signed last season, 
so the emphasis from now until season’s end is relocating his top form.  

“Trust me, the feeling is not nice,” Merzlikins said. “This is the worst 
season of my career up until now. This is like my mom told me, in this 
disgusting and negative situation: ‘There is something positive … just find 
it,’ and I’m trying to (find) that positive and follow the words of my mom.” 

— Andrew Peeke’s play has noticeably improved since the 22-year old 
defenseman was a healthy scratch Dec. 31 against the Chicago 
Blackhawks and Jan. 3 at the Ottawa Senators.   

After skating on the right side of the third pairing, Peeke returned to the 
lineup at right point on the top pair with Vladislav Gavrikov. He logged 
25-plus minutes in both ends of the weekend back-to-back against the 
Hurricanes and Capitals, including a game-high 25:32 in Washington with 
two shots, two hits and two blocked shots.  

“Obviously, it happens,” Peeke said of being scratched. “When I got the 
chance to come back in, I wanted to make the most of it. I wanted to play 
to my strengths and play to my game. I’ve just got to keep doing that. 
That’s the biggest aspect for me.”  

Columbus Blue Jackets lineup vs Washington Capitals 

Forwards  

Johnny Gaudreau – Kent Johnson – Emil Bemstrom   

Gustav Nyquist – Jack Roslovic – Patrik Laine  

Liam Foudy – Sean Kuraly – Mathieu Olivier  

Carson Meyer – Cole Sillinger – Kirill Marchenko  

Defensemen  

Vladislav Gavrikov – Andrew Peeke  

Tim Berni – Erik Gudbranson  

Gavin Bayreuther – Marcus Bjork  

Goalies  

Elvis Merzlikins  

Joonas Korpisalo  

Scratched: D Adam Boqvist, F Liam Foudy  

Injury/illness: C Boone Jenner (fractured thumb), LW Eric Robinson 
(upper body), F Yegor Chinakhov (ankle), G Daniil Tarasov (upper body), 
D Zach Werenski (shoulder), F Justin Danforth (shoulder), D Jake Bean 
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(shoulder), D Nick Blankenburg (broken ankle/high-ankle sprain), F 
Jakub Voracek (concussion). 

Up next for the Columbus Blue Jackets 

The Blue Jackets are headed back to Florida finish the season series 
against the Tampa Bay Lightning, who won the first two games by scores 
of 5-2 on Oct. 14 at Nationwide Arena and 4-1 on Dec. 15 at Amalie 
Arena. 
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Blue Jackets, Elvis Merzlikins put forth a defensive gem in yet another 
loss 

 

Aaron Portzline 

 

Give the Blue Jackets credit for this much, at least they found a different 
way to lose on Sunday. 

The Blue Jackets put forth one of their best defensive efforts of the 
season, and, not coincidentally, goaltender Elvis Merzlikins had his best 
outing in months, settling in after allowing a deflected goal on the first 
shot of the game. 

Ultimately, the result was the same as so many others. The Blue Jackets, 
despite a mad-cap scramble with an extra skater in the final minute, lost 
1-0 to the Washington Capitals before 18, 573 in Capital One Arena. 

“That was an excellent game by us all the way around, from the 
goaltender out,” Blue Jackets coach Brad Larsen told reporters in 
Washington D.C. “Our compete level was very, very high. We had a ton 
of looks. Their goalie was good.” 

Capitals goaltender Darcy Kuemper, who won the Stanley Cup with 
Colorado last season, had 38 saves for his 29th career shutout. 

“We had some chances where we could have scored and probably 
should have scored,” said Blue Jackets left winger Patrik Laine, who had 
nine shots on goal, including two in the final 41 seconds with an extra 
skater. 

“We just couldn’t finish tonight.” 

The Blue Jackets have lost nine consecutive games on the road, 
matching a franchise record set early in the 2005-06 season. The last 
road victory was on Dec. 2 in Winnipeg. 

But this game didn’t have the “over early” feel that most of the Blue 
Jackets’ road games have had this season. In fact, it was one of the best 
defensive games the Jackets have played this season by almost any 
measure. 

Consider: 

• The Blue Jackets limited Washington to only 19 shots on goal, matching 
a season-low for shots against. That’s been a major problem for 
Columbus, which entered the game allowing the second-most shots in 
the league (35.5 per game). 

• Just five nights earlier, Washington dialed up 37 shots on goal and 
pounded the Blue Jackets 6-2 in Nationwide Arena. 

• The Capitals were not only well-rested — they were off on Saturday — 
but they welcomed back two prominent players to their lineup, center 
Nick Backstrom (hip) and winger Tom Wilson (knee) after they’d missed 
the first half of the season. 

• Merzlikins hadn’t allowed fewer than three goals in any of his full games 
this season, but he turned away the final 18 shots he faced on Sunday 

“We were really good in front of him,” Larsen said. “It was a good game 
to happen in front of him, a game he needed. 

“The first goal … it’s a tough-luck goal. You could see the frustration, but 
then he settled in nicely. We minimized the really dangerous ones.” 

post 2⃣ post https://t.co/JYIsxrueLH pic.twitter.com/f4jCxwL1Bm 

— Columbus Blue Jackets (@BlueJacketsNHL) January 8, 2023 

At 2:43 of the first, Washington’s Erik Gustafsson fired a shot from the 
left circle that was deflected by the left skate of Blue Jackets defenseman 
Tim Berni, altering the puck’s trajectory and allowing it to slip past 
Merzlikins to the near post. 

Just a few minutes later, a Capitals shot from the right circle made it 
through Merzlikins but hit the far post behind him and stayed out of the 
net. Merzlikins made a strong right-pad save on Wilson at the 8:30 mark 
of the first period. 

Like most NHL coaches, Larsen rarely talks to his goaltenders during the 
game. But when Merzlikins made his way over toward the bench during 
the first TV timeout, Larsen was seen talking to him, a pep talk of sorts. 

“The start was a little … I think I gave up too many rebounds and I wasn’t 
really there,” Merzlikins said. “That’s what I felt, like I really wasn’t there. 

“During that commercial, I even said to Lars that I need to wake up. I had 
no excuses. I was fresh. I needed to have a better start. It was risky. I 
was lucky. Middle of the period I woke up and started feeling the game.” 

The Blue Jackets had two third-period power plays and 14 third-period 
shots on goal, but couldn’t get anything past Kuemper. 

It’s been an interesting last 72 hours for the Blue Jackets. 

On Friday, Larsen put them through the most difficult practice they’ve 
had since training camp, emphasizing “battle drills” and vowing to keep at 
it until the Blue Jackets make competing harder one of their habits. 

There were still a few passengers in Saturday’s 4-3 shootout win over 
Carolina, Larsen said, but it felt like every player was dug-in on Sunday. 
That may be an empty consolation after another loss, but it’s not 
meaningless, either. 

“We talked about it before the one practice we had before the Carolina 
game, and I feel like we’ve stepped it up the last two games,” Laine said. 
“This is what the standard should have been the whole year, and it’s 
gonna be like that the rest of the year. 

“We’re going to ramp it up from here. You gotta be happy with the way 
we’ve played the last couple games. Sometimes you’re not getting the 
results, but there’s a lot of positives the last couple games.” 
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Blue Jackets Sunday Gathering: GM Jarmo Kekalainen keeps a watchful 
eye on culture 

 

Aaron Portzline 

 

COLUMBUS, Ohio — A collection of notes, insights, ruminations, and 
did-you-knows gathered throughout the week that was for the Blue 
Jackets: 

Item No. 1: A losing culture 

Almost two years ago, when Blue Jackets GM Jarmo Kekalainen decided 
to “restart” the organization by trading captain Nick Foligno and veteran 
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defenseman David Savard, there was a clear distinction made between 
“restarting” and “rebuilding.” 

The Blue Jackets were taking a step back after four straight years in the 
Stanley Cup playoffs, trading veterans with expiring contracts and 
loading up on prime draft picks in the hopes that a quick turnaround — 
maybe two or three non-playoff seasons tops — was possible. 

Kekalainen wanted no part of a “rebuild,” where most of a club’s valuable 
players are traded off and the roster is completely built anew from 
scratch. The fear, he said, was that multiple years of chronic losing — 
that’s the price of a rebuild, after all — becomes too easy to accept; 
becomes part of the club’s culture. 

Ask fans of the Buffalo Sabres, who are only now getting to enjoy the 
fruits of their suffering after 11 seasons without playoffs. 

As of last season, the Blue Jackets’ “restart” was right on pace, with the 
upstart Jackets overachieving for most of the season and even flirting 
with a .500 record before a late-season fade. 

But this season? It has felt much more like a “rebuild” in Columbus, with 
the Blue Jackets enduring the worst season in franchise history (.342 
points percentage) heading into Sunday afternoon’s game with 
Washington. 

We asked Kekalainen this week if he’s worried that the losing culture he 
was trying to avoid has crept into the Blue Jackets’ room. 

“I worry about that every day,” Kekalainen said. “But at the same time we 
can also look at the realities of what we’ve faced this year. I don’t want to 
make excuses about the injuries, but it’s not an excuse, it’s the reality of 
our situation. 

“It’s an incredible amount of injuries that we’ve dealt with already. I 
remember looking at this number years ago, that any team that lost 300 
man-games (to injury) has a hard time making the playoffs. And we’re 
probably going to have, what, 500 or 600?” 

It’s been well chronicled that the Blue Jackets have been gutted by 
injuries — and not just long-term injuries, but long-term injuries to their 
most crucial players. 

The big blow was the season-ending shoulder injury to defenseman Zach 
Werenski, but the Blue Jackets also lost last season’s top point producer 
Jakub Voracek (concussion) for at least this season. They’re also playing 
without heart-and-soul center Boone Jenner, who is out a few more 
weeks with a broken thumb. 

There are currently nine regulars out of the lineup, leaving coach Brad 
Larsen with an NHL/AHL roster. The Blue Monsters? 

And there have been worrying signs along the way: 

• The Blue Jackets were thoroughly unprepared to play at the start of the 
season when they were mostly healthy. Couldn’t defend. Couldn’t get out 
of their zone with the puck. Looked completely out of their league in too 
many games. They actually started to play more competitively when the 
wave of injuries started. 

• Larsen recently threw caution (and his club’s schedule) to the wind and 
decided to start running harder practices. It was long overdue. But the 
fact that players were taking advantage of a player’s coach who trusted 
them and wanted to give them plenty of rest between games is not a 
good sign. 

• There’s no magic between top wingers Johnny Gaudreau and Patrik 
Laine. None. Gaudreau continues to produce at a point-a-game pace. 
Laine, though, looks closer to his first season in Columbus (not good) 
than his bounce-back campaign last season. Yes, he’s been out of the 
lineup three different times for three different reasons, but he’s no longer 
one of the league’s elite goal scorers. 

There are no signs that Larsen’s job is in jeopardy, at least not right now. 
But the Blue Jackets know they’re in for a long haul the rest of the 
season. 

“You worry about culture every single day,” Kekalainen said. “We talk 
about that every single day after practice, after games, after wins and 
losses. Yeah, you worry about that. 

“It’s something that’s non-negotiable, the standard that we need to have 
and the pride we need to play with, even if you’re in a losing streak or 
even if you’re down by four or five goals in a game. You never want to 
lose that standard. Losing is never something you can accept.” 

This puts the Blue Jackets in an awkward spot, to be sure. They aren’t 
tanking the season, not in the purest sense of the word. All you needed 
to witness was Larsen’s post-practice fuming on Friday to know that they 
aren’t intentionally trying to lose. 

The Athletic: Blue Jackets coach Brad Larsen dials up intensity in 
practice, signals new approach for struggling club. 

“If you start thinking losing is OK, if that seeps into your room, you’re in 
trouble. You’re in mega-trouble.”#CBJ https://t.co/x1HjhF914Q 
pic.twitter.com/DxynPUzZxE 

— Aaron Portzline (@Aportzline) January 6, 2023 

And yet Blue Jackets management knows the magnitude of the NHL 
lottery this spring, where the league’s next generational talent — Connor 
Bedard — will have his whereabouts determined. Through Saturday’s 
game, the Jackets had the second-worst record in the league, so they’d 
have a 13.5 percent chance to land the No. 1 pick. 

The hope was to avoid this kind of season in the first place. The goal now 
is to make the most of it and move along quickly. 

“It’s a tough equation now when basically you know the playoffs are out 
of reach,” Kekalainen said. “You don’t have that light at the end of the 
tunnel to battle for. 

“I think we have enough good people in the room who care and have 
pride, where they want to battle and do their best. That’s all you can ask 
for right now.” 

Item No. 2: Gavrikov talks 

The Blue Jackets tried desperately to keep winger Artemi Panarin before 
he bolted via free agency in 2019, but it’s hard to remember a player 
having more leverage than defenseman Vladislav Gavrikov, who can be 
an unrestricted free agent this summer. 

Other than Werenski, Gavrikov is the Blue Jackets’ only established top-
four defenseman, not to mention their most reliable shut-down blueliner. 
The blue line falls into further disarray if he’s traded, but that appears 
likely now. 

Gavrikov and the Blue Jackets aren’t close to an extension, with the 
trade deadline looming March 3. 

“We’ve had some talks, but I wouldn’t say we’ve had any progress,” 
Kekalainen said. “We’ve expressed to him how much we like him and 
respect him and want him to stay. The rest of that falls in his court. 

“You want to keep certain players and he’s one of them. If he doesn’t 
want to stay, we’re gonna have to move on and do some other planning. 
It takes two people to want to do a contract. We’ve been very adamant 
with him that we’d love to keep him.” 

The Blue Jackets have a wave of young talent coming on defense, but 
they won’t all be ready to make an impact next season. They’d likely 
need to acquire a veteran defenseman via trade or free agency if 
Gavrikov leaves. 

“You need some experience back there,” Kekalainen said. “That’s one 
reason we’ve tried to get Gavrikov signed. We’re still hopeful that we can. 
But we’ll see.” 

If the Blue Jackets trade Gavrikov, the likely asking price will be a first- 
and third-round pick, similar to what they received for Savard in a trade 
deadline deal with Tampa Bay in 2020. 
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Edmonton, which is looking for a left-shot, left-side, defense-first 
defenseman, should be seen as a possible destination. Boston and the 
New York Rangers have also expressed an interest, according to 
multiple league sources. 

Item No. 3: Snacks 

• Heading into the IIHF World Junior Championship, there was some 
thought that Adam Fantilli might challenge Bedard to go No. 1 in the NHL 
draft this summer. But Bedard blew that notion to dust with an incredible 
run at the tournament, not only elevating his own status — he’s now 
being mentioned as having “Next One” status, like Sidney Crosby in 2005 
and Connor McDavid in 2015 — but creating a large gap between him 
and Fantilli according to most scouts. Fantilli, who is dominating as a 
freshman at the University of Michigan, is still projected as a future No. 1 
center in the NHL, and seems likely to go No. 2. But Bedard, who is 
already back playing for the Western Hockey League’s Regina Pats, is 
seen as a franchise-altering talent. 

• Bedard was named MVP and best forward at the world juniors — no 
surprise there — but the Blue Jackets were delighted to see top prospect 
David Jiricek of Czechia named best defenseman in the tournament. One 
of the highlights of the tournament was Jiricek’s celebration after he 
scored the winning goal to beat Sweden in the semifinals. It’s been a 
season of highlights for Jiricek, who is producing at a point-a-game pace 
(5-15-20 in 19 games) as a 19-year-old for AHL Cleveland. He’s back 
with Cleveland now and will remain there for most of the season to avoid 
burning the first year of his entry-level contract, but look for him to play 
games in Columbus late in the season. By next season, he’ll likely be 
Werenski’s partner on the No. 1 pair. 

• Here’s Kekalainen on Jiricek: “We’re delighted with his development, in 
all parts of the process. He’s been playing a lot, playing a big role. He’s 
taken big strides as we’ve seen in both the American League and at the 
world junior level. Those are both really big positives.” 

• The NHL’s lottery rules were changed before the 2021 selection was 
determined. The league has gone back and forth through the years, 
trying to find the right balance between rewarding franchises for poor 
seasons while also dissuading franchises from tanking. The NHL’s last-
place team has only a 25.5 percent chance to land the No. 1 pick. The 
second-worst club has a 13.5 percent chance, followed by 11.5 percent 
and 9.5 percent. A team can only move back two spots, so the last-place 
club can’t pick lower than third, the second-worst club can’t pick worse 
than fourth, etc. A ping-pong ball weighs 2.7 grams, but it’s going to feel 
much heavier this spring. 

• Performances like Saturday’s first career hat trick by Blue Jackets 
rookie Kirill Marchenko are sorely needed respites from the drudgery of a 
lost season. He’s just the sixth rookie in franchise history to score three 
in a game, but there’s more. Marchenko’s eight goals in 15 games are 
the most goals a player has had in their first 15 games with the franchise, 
despite playing only 12:39 per game. He’s shooting a preposterous 29.6 
percent (eight goals, 27 shots) through Saturday’s game. 

A day @BlueJacketsNHL rookie Kirill Marchenko will never forget! 
    

He is the first rookie on any team to score a hat trick in 2022-23. More 
#NHLStats: https://t.co/jNRIafrM1b pic.twitter.com/NhqiUU9JRl 

— NHL Public Relations (@PR_NHL) January 7, 2023 

• One other thing we learned on Saturday: Marchenko, who came into 
the NHL with agent Mark Gandler, is now working with Ukrainian super-
agent Dan Milstein of Gold Star Sports. Milstein said Marchenko made 
the switch a few weeks ago. 

• An ominous but not altogether surprising sign this week: Voracek’s 
belonging were piled high by the exit doors to Nationwide Arena, a sign 
that he’s headed back to Czech Republic while he waits for post-
concussion symptoms to fade. It’s a near certainty that Voracek won’t 
play again this year and possible his career is finished. Voracek was 

spotted back at the rink one day last week, perhaps a goodbye (for now) 
to his teammates. 

• Defenseman Nick Blankenburg could return to the lineup either Sunday 
vs. Washington or Tuesday in Tampa Bay. When Blankenburg suffered a 
broken foot and high-ankle sprain in mid-November vs. Philadelphia, he 
targeted the Jan. 14 game in Detroit — his homecoming — for a return, 
so he might be slightly ahead of schedule. 

• Blankenburg had plenty of time for deep thoughts and introspection 
during his recovery. At 5-foot-9, 177 pounds, he’s one of the smaller 
defensemen in the NHL. He’s played 14 games in the league and has 
already had an offseason knee surgery and now this injury. He never 
missed more than a week at the University of Michigan. “I have to pick 
my spots a little bit better in the NHL,” Blankenburg said. “I’ve had those 
conversations with coaches and guys on the team, just trying to pick my 
battles, which is a learning process and a new situation for me. I’ve spent 
a lot of time over the last seven weeks trying to understand that a little bit 
more. Maybe it’s not holding on to pucks and taking a hit in every 
situation, or maybe it’s not hitting somebody late in my shift. I have to 
read the play a little bit more. I’ve had a lot of time to watch games and 
clips.” 

• The NHL announced this week that Seattle will host the 2024 Winter 
Classic against Vegas in T-Mobile Park, home of baseball’s Mariners. 
When that game is played, there will be only three franchises left in the 
league that haven’t taken part in an outdoor game: Arizona, Florida and 
Columbus. And there will be six franchises that haven’t hosted an 
outdoor game: Anaheim, Arizona, Columbus, Florida, Montreal and 
Tampa Bay. 

• The league still hasn’t announced a make-up date for the Dec. 27 game 
between Buffalo and Columbus that was postponed following the 
Christmas blizzard in upstate New York. The two clubs’ schedules don’t 
show a date that makes sense for both clubs, so either the game is 
tacked on at the end of the season or the league moves around other 
games to fit it in somewhere. Stay tuned. 

• Blue Jackets head athletic trainer Mike Vogt was honored by the club 
for working his 1,500th NHL game on Saturday. Trainers have been in 
the news lately for the heroic response that saved the life of Buffalo Bills 
player Damar Hamlin, who collapsed due to a cardiac event during a 
Monday Night Football game in Cincinnati. Vogt was part of a similar 
response in Dallas during the 2013-14 season, when Dallas Stars 
forward Rich Peverley collapsed on the bench during a game vs. the 
Blue Jackets. Peverley needed a defibrillator to jolt his heart back into 
beating. The NHL mandates that both benches have defibrillators and 
two doctors near the bench area during every game. 

Join us in congratulating #CBJ Head Athletic Trainer Mike Vogt on his 
1,500th game   https://t.co/C2L9uBBcUL pic.twitter.com/2NIegJre88 

— Columbus Blue Jackets (@BlueJacketsNHL) January 7, 2023 
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Penguins beat Coyotes to snap 6-game losing streak 

 

Seth Rorabaugh 

5-6 minutes 1/8/2023 

 

Entering Sunday, the Pittsburgh Penguins were in the midst of an ugly 
six-game losing streak. 

But it’s nothing they haven’t been through before. 
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After all, they lost seven consecutive games back in late October and 
early November. 

“Obviously, a lot of disappointment,” Penguins forward Teddy Blueger 
said on Saturday to media that traveled to the Arizona Coyotes’ practice 
rink in Scottsdale, Ariz. “Especially after the last game. But that’s how it 
is. Sometimes, you go through stretches like that. It’s all about how you 
bounce back. The focus is kind of shifting more towards that and 
responding the right way and trying to build something positive here to 
get things rolling in the right direction.” 

On Sunday, the Penguins underwent a course correction and claimed a 
4-1 victory against the Coyotes at Mullett Arena in Tempe, Ariz. The 
triumph was the Penguins’ first since Dec. 20, a 3-2 home win against 
the New York Rangers. 

The Coyotes took a lead 5:18 into regulation. After Penguins forward 
Drew O’Connor lost control of a puck on his own end boards, Coyotes 
forward Nick Schmaltz claimed possession in the right circle and 
offloaded it to linemate Clayton Keller who directed a pass to the left of 
the crease. Planted above the blue paint, linemate Barrett Hayton one-
touched a forehand shot past goaltender Casey DeSmith’s right skate for 
his third goal. Keller and Schmaltz had assists. 

Penguins forward Jake Guentzel snapped an eight-game goalless skid 
with a pair of goals in the second period to supply his team with its first 
lead of the contest. 

His first goal of the game and 16th of the season came at the 5:56 mark. 
Corralling a loose puck above the left circle, Penguins defenseman Jan 
Rutta ripped a heavy wrister on net that was blocked by Coyotes forward 
Christian Fischer. Rutta claimed his own rebound on the left wing boards 
and fired another wrister that was once again blocked, this time by 
Coyotes forward Jack McBain. Penguins forward Sidney Crosby 
identified the rebound just below the left circle and one-touched it to the 
right of the crease where Guentzel slammed home a forehand shot over 
goaltender Karel Vejmelka’s left leg. Crosby and Rutta registered assists. 

Guentzel’s next score came at the 9:11 mark. Gaining the offensive zone 
on the left wing, Guentzel left a drop pass for a trailing Crosby who went 
deep into the left circle and dished the puck to linemate Bryan Rust in the 
high slot. Hesitating for a moment, Rust then moved the puck to the right 
of the cage for Guentzel. With Vejmelka stumbling a bit in his crease, 
Guentzel took advantage and snapped a wrister through the goaltender’s 
five hole. Assists went to Rust and Crosby. 

Penguins forward Jason Zucker delivered the coup de grace at 10:58 of 
the third period with his ninth goal of the season. From above the left 
circle of the offensive zone, Penguins forward Evgeni Malkin fed a pass 
to Zucker low on the left wing. Sashaying his way across the front of the 
crease, Zucker was able to lift a backhand shot through a keyhole-narrow 
space between Vejmelka’s left shoulder and the near post to put the 
Penguins up by two. Malkin and rookie defenseman P.O Joseph claimed 
assists. 

The scoring was capped by Penguins forward Jeff Carter who collected 
his seventh goal on an empty net at 18:55 of the final frame. There were 
no assists. 

DeSmith made 23 saves on 24 shots as his record improved to 5-8-2. 

Notes: 

• The Penguins’ last loss to the Coyotes was a 4-3 overtime setback on 
the road at the then-Gila River Arena on Feb. 11, 2017. 

Defenseman Connor Murphy scored the winning goal on goaltender 
Marc-Andre Fleury. 

• Sunday’s contest was the Penguins’ first in Mullett Arena on the 
campus of Arizona State University. The facility, which is named after 
university benefactors Donald and Barbara Mullett, is serving as a 
temporary home to the Coyotes after they were evicted from their 
previous venue, Desert Diamond Arena in Glendale, Ariz. The Coyotes 
are currently slated to play at Mullett Arena through the 2024-25 season. 

• Ever since the first Winnipeg Jets franchise moved to Arizona and 
became the Phoenix Coyotes in 1996, the Penguins have a 9-8-3 record 
in the three venues that have hosted the Coyotes in the Copper State. 

At the first building, America West Arena in Phoenix (which is now called 
Footprint Arena), the Penguins never recorded a win, going 0-5-2. 

After the Coyotes moved to the current Desert Diamond Arena (which 
was originally called Glendale Arena), the Penguins posted an 8-3-1 
record at that venue. 

• Penguins goaltender Tristan Jarry and Ryan Poehling were each 
scratched due to undisclosed injuries. Defenseman Mark Friedman was 
a healthy scratch. 

• Coyotes backup goaltender Conor Ingram was scratched due to an 
undisclosed illness. His absence prompted the Coyotes to recall 
goaltender Ivan Prosvetov from Tucson of the American Hockey League 
on Sunday. 
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Minor league report: Nailers' 3-game winning streak snapped 

 

Seth Rorabaugh 

1-1 minutes 1/8/2023 

 

Goaltender Brad Barone made 34 saves on 36 shots for the Wheeling 
Nailers in a 2-0 home loss to the Kalamazoo Wings at WesBanco Arena 
in Wheeling, W.Va. on Sunday. 

The result marked the second shutout this season of Wheeling (16-15-1-
0) which had a three-game winning streak snapped. 
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Penguins find their way in road win against Coyotes to snap 6-game 
losing streak 

 

Andrew Destin 

6-8 minutes 1/8/2023 

 

TEMPE, Ariz. — It may have come inside a college venue, but the 
Penguins’ first win of 2023 must’ve felt like it happened at PPG Paints 
Arena. 

In front of a majority Pittsburgh-cheering crowd in Tempe at Mullett Arena 
on Arizona State’s campus, the Penguins ended their six-game losing 
streak with a 4-1 win against the Arizona Coyotes on Sunday night. 

“It's a real important win for us, no matter how you get it. We're trying to 
get this thing back on the tracks and playing the game with confidence 
that we know this team is capable of playing with,” coach Mike Sullivan 
said. “I thought it was important to get the win for a lot of reasons, but 
most importantly, I think we needed to feel good about what went on out 
there.” 
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Casey DeSmith, who frequently heard the fans behind him chanting his 
name during a 23-save performance, was in favor of the in-arena 
atmosphere roughly 2,000 miles away from Pittsburgh. 

“Shocking. Pens fans are the best. We get it here, California, Florida,” 
DeSmith said of the support. “We always have such a good following and 
definitely wasn’t expecting to hear my name tonight, but I loved it. It kind 
of reminded me of college, like you got the student section behind you in 
a college barn. So it was quite a treat.” 

Jake Guentzel hadn’t scored a goal since knotting two against the Florida 
Panthers on Dec. 15. Against the Coyotes, Guentzel quickly changed 
that stat by matching his previous scoring output. 

“He's been fighting it a little bit, but we believe in him,” Sullivan said. 
“He's a real good player. He's a great goal scorer, and we felt it was a 
matter of time. He puts a lot of pressure on himself to score. When he 
doesn't, he feels it more than anybody. The fact that he got on the 
scoreboard a couple of times tonight should be a big boost of confidence 
for him.” 

Guentzel’s first score served as the equalizer, as Arizona drew the 
night’s opening goal from an unlikely contributor. A spiraling 50-50 puck 
found its way to Clayton Keller’s stick, who then shoveled a pass toward 
the front of the net in the direction of Barrett Hayton. 

Hayton, who entered the evening with just two goals on the season in 38 
games, knocked down Keller’s aerial pass, allowing the puck to trickle 
into the net past Casey DeSmith just five minutes and change into the 
contest to provide the Coyotes with the opening tally. 

But Guentzel evened the score, with his first goal coming courtesy of 
Sidney Crosby. An Arizona turnover gave the puck to Jan Rutta at the 
point, who delivered a pass through a pair of Coyotes to Crosby at the 
front of the Coyotes’ crease. Crosby quickly dished off to Guentzel for his 
16th goal of the year. 

Guentzel’s second goal also received some assistance from Crosby, 
though Bryan Rust received the primary assist. Crosby found Rust at the 
high slot, who then dished off to Guentzel in between the face-off circle 
and the crease. 

Surprisingly, Arizona’s Karel Vejmelka rose from his butterfly stance, 
which gave Guentzel the opportunity to beat the netminder through his 
five-hole. 

"It's kind of a funny game like that. You can get them in bunches like 
this,” Guentzel said. “Nice to get the first one. Great play by Sid and then 
a nice play by Sid and Rust on the second one.” 

Jason Zucker doubled Pittsburgh’s advantage with 9:02 to go in 
regulation. Dangling the puck for what seemed to be an eternity, Zucker 
flipped a backhanded shot over Vejmelka’s blocker to give Pittsburgh a 
more comfortable lead at 3-1 and prompt fans to break out a few “Let’s 
Go Penguins” chants. 

“I tried that move the one before — the goalie played it really well,” 
Zucker said. “He did the same thing again. I just happened to get it under 
the bar.” 

Jeff Carter got an empty-net goal after Arizona pulled Vejmelka to round 
out the night’s scoring in the Penguins’ winning effort in a makeshift 
home before returning to their true city of residence. 

ICE CHIPS 

Jeff Petry, who was eligible to come off long-term injured reserve on 
Sunday, did not play against the Coyotes. Petry, who skated Sunday 
morning, has now missed 11 straight games for the Penguins. 

Ryan Poehling made the trip with the team but did not play in any of the 
Penguins’ three games as he continues to work back from an upper-body 
injury. 

With Tristan Jarry still sidelined with a lower-body injury, DeSmith made 
his second start in a row for only the second time this season. The last 

time he did so was for a set of two games in three days at Washington 
and at Toronto in November. DeSmith won both of those starts, letting up 
three goals on 55 shots. He’s now 3-1 when starting consecutive games 
this season. 

Rutta’s assist provided the defensive-minded blueliner with just his 
seventh point of the season. Entering Sunday night with three goals and 
as many assists on the year, Rutta hadn’t registered a point in 11 games. 

The Penguins’ power-play units once again produced a donut. Pittsburgh 
entered Sunday evening 0 for 15 on the power play over the last three 
games and couldn’t muster any goals on six chances with a one-man 
advantage versus the Coyotes, nor could they net one during 32 seconds 
of 5-on-3 hockey after consecutive Arizona penalties in the second 
period. 

Brock McGinn was shaken up in the second period after some friendly 
fire on a shot by Brian Dumoulin. Though McGinn gingerly skated back to 
the bench, he stayed in for the rest of the game. 

Pittsburgh was a perfect 2 for 2 on the penalty kill. Against Vegas on 
Thursday night, the Penguins took just one penalty, but it led to a power-
play goal by the Golden Knights. 

STAT N’AT 

2 — Guentzel’s pair of scores ended an eight-game goalless streak for 
the team’s second-leading scorer. Trailing only Crosby, who has 20 
goals, Guentzel upped his season count to 17 scores. 

THEY SAID IT 

“For me, coming from a college hockey background, it’s really fun to play 
in a smaller building,” Zucker said of playing at Mullett Arena. “It was a 
cool experience. It was an awesome crowd and fun to see.” 

COMING UP 

The Penguins will return to Pittsburgh on Monday, marking the end of 
their three-game road trip. It’ll be a quick turnaround for the team, too, as 
the Penguins will host the Vancouver Canucks at PPG Paints Arena at 7 
p.m. Tuesday night. 
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Yohe’s 10 observations: Penguins find their way as the ‘goal thief’ strikes 

 

By Josh Yohe 

 

TEMPE, Ariz. — The Penguins gave it the old college try and got 
precisely what they needed in the desert. 

Playing in Mullett Arena, the Arizona State University building that is the 
Coyotes’ temporary home, the Penguins overcame a bad start — it’s 
redundant at this point — and ended their six-game losing streak with a 
4-1 victory. 

Jake Guentzel led the way for the Penguins, ending his eight-game goal-
less skid by scoring twice. Sidney Crosby assisted on both. 

Jason Zucker also scored for the Penguins, and Jeff Carter put the game 
away with an empty-net tally. 

Casey DeSmith stopped 23 of 24 shots to earn the victory. 

With the Penguins down 1-0 in the second period, Guentzel ignited his 
teammates with two goals within 3:15 of each other. 
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The Penguins’ best defensive defenseman has a particular appreciation 
for Guentzel’s special offensive gifts. 

“He’s what we call in Sweden a ‘goal thief,’” Marcus Pettersson said. 

A goal thief? 

“Yes,” Pettersson said. “That’s pretty much what he is. He can score in 
so many different ways.” 

Guentzel was lurking around the net for both of his goals, something he 
always does. 

Crosby made a nifty feed to find Guentzel, ending his slump. 

Guentzel showed off his patience and goal-scoring intuition on his 
second goal a few minutes later. 

Under five minutes after his first tally of the game, Guentzel did it again! 

“It’s a funny game like that,” Guentzel said. “They come in bunches.” 

When you’re a great goal scorer, they do. 

The Penguins weren’t worried about one of hockey’s most consistent 
scorers. They knew the offense from Guentzel would come. 

“I don’t think anybody was overly worried about him,” Bryan Rust said. 
“He’s a special player in this league. He’s going to get his goals. His 
confidence will go through the roof after tonight.” 

There isn’t much question that Guentzel has been pressing recently. He 
has acknowledged as much and looked to the heavens on a couple of 
occasions in Las Vegas on Thursday. 

He broke out just when his team needed him most. The Penguins didn’t 
play a strong first period, and a loss against the lowly Coyotes — that 
would have given the Penguins seven in a row for the second time this 
season — would have triggered some serious panic in the organization. 

“Jake plays the game hard,” Penguins coach Mike Sullivan said. “He’s 
been fighting it a little bit. But we believe in him. He’s a real good player. 
He’s a great goal scorer. It was a matter of time. He puts a lot of pressure 
on himself to score. When he doesn’t, he feels it more than anybody.” 

That much has been evident in recent days. 

When Guentzel exited the dressing room after meeting with reporters, a 
smile was prominent on his face. Though the Penguins’ coaching staff 
certainly encourages impressive defensive performances like what the 
Penguins produced in the second half Sunday, offense is very much in 
this team’s DNA. 

Guentzel is among hockey’s most natural goal scorers. The Penguins 
need this version of him. 

“He’ll be just fine,” Rust said. 

Will the Penguins? We’ll see, but this was a step, and their sniper found 
his groove. 

Ten postgame observations 

• How great was Pettersson’s description of Guentzel? 

Pettersson sounded like a philosopher. I had to chuckle. But if you think 
about it, this is the perfect description of Guentzel. 

A goal thief. The exchange with Pettersson made me feel like I was in 
“Ocean’s Eleven.” But it’s perfect. 

Guentzel isn’t the biggest guy in the world. He’s the smallest guy on the 
roster. There’s not much to him. 

He doesn’t shoot the puck especially hard. He’s a good skater, but he 
doesn’t skate circles around the opposition. 

Guentzel’s brain and fearlessness are what make him special. He’s not 
afraid to take a beating, and make no mistake — he’s been taking one in 

recent weeks. And he’s probably a goal-scoring genius. I know that’s a 
strong word, but it applies. If you take the other 20 or 30 best goal 
scorers in the world, I’d be willing to bet almost all of them shoot the puck 
harder and are bigger and faster. 

And yet Guentzel sneaks his way through the offensive zone and scores 
around 40 goals a year. 

He hasn’t been at his best for stretches this season, mirroring his team. 
But the Penguins badly need Guentzel to perform, and history says he 
will. 

• When you lose six in a row, you need to win a game. It’s that simple. 

“Yep,” Rust said. “We needed it. There are always things to clean up. 
Some things can be better. But we just really dug in.” 

Sometimes after games, you can learn what Sullivan said to his players 
by the way they repeat certain phrases. 

Dug in. 

“Well, we played with urgency,” Pettersson said. “It wasn’t pretty tonight. 
We didn’t play great. But did you see how hard we played? Yeah, we 
really did. That first period in Vegas was a wake-up call, as far as I’m 
concerned. We dug in.” 

Dug in. 

Yes, they did. And it was needed. 

“It really was,” Guentzel said. 

• The Penguins slowed the game in a close-to-perfect third period. 

We haven’t seen that kind of hockey from them at times this season. 
They’ve lost six games when leading after two periods, the worst 
numbers in the NHL. 

But they were much different in the third period Sunday. They controlled 
play and were smart. 

“We haven’t been great with leads at all,” Rust said. “But you saw our 
ability to play defense in the third. We didn’t give them anything.” 

Sullivan was in a good mood after the game. The third period likely 
played a big role in that. 

“We played hard,” he said. “We played the right way. It’s a real important 
win for us no matter how you get it. We’re trying to get this thing back on 
the tracks.” 

• Let’s not let the Penguins off the hook completely. 

They’re giving up way, way too many odd-man rushes. Immediately after 
calling a timeout while operating on a five-on-three power play, they gave 
up a breakaway to former teammate Nick Bjugstad. 

Really. 

This kind of stuff is just utterly unacceptable, and it keeps happening. 

• While we’re speaking of negatives, the power play continues to be a 
mess. The Penguins went 0-for-6 on the power play. They had several 
good looks, but 0-for-6 is 0-for-6. 

And if you’re not going to score on the power play, at least don’t give up 
short-handed, three-on-five breakaways. 

• Next time you go to a game, just watch Zucker for a few shifts. Don’t 
watch anyone else. You’ll never see someone play harder. 

Zucker is also fearless. On three occasions, he found himself with 
opportunities close to the net. He was unable to get a backhand off on 
the first two chances. 

He went to the backhand again in the third period and scored a beautiful 
goal. 
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It was basically the goal that put Arizona away. 

• DeSmith was excellent Sunday. 

Sullivan has been extremely coy about whatever is wrong with Tristan 
Jarry. It’s been a week since Jarry was injured in the Winter Classic, and 
the Penguins still haven’t revealed anything about his injury or provided a 
timeline for his return. It’s a little strange and a lot concerning. 

DeSmith needs to be sharp in Jarry’s absence, and he was good 
Sunday. The Coyotes had several odd-man rushes, and DeSmith’s 
anticipation and athleticism were on display. 

• Ty Smith played 20:32. Only Crosby and Guentzel received more 
minutes. 

Smith was good despite the power play’s issues. His five-on-five play 
was strong, and his outstanding skating helped the Penguins on several 
occasions. 

Smith took some nice steps on this trip. 

• The Penguins’ penalty killing was perfect again. That unit is outstanding 
at the moment. 

• If you ever get a chance to see the Penguins play at Mullett Arena, do 
so. What a wonderful experience. 

The Penguins, by the way, loved it. 

“It was a lot of fun,” Guentzel said. “Fans are on top of you. Loud 
building. It was a great experience.” 

The Penguins were even greeted by a handful of Pittsburgh fans on their 
way to the dressing room. 

The Penguins played a strong game, earned a much-needed two points 
and enjoyed quite the experience along the way. 

It was a good night for a team that needed one. 
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Penguins Room: Zucker Chirps Guentzel Postgame, ‘Jake Paid Him Off’ 

 

Published 6 hours ago on January 9, 2023 

By Dan Kingerski  

 

TEMPE, Ariz. — The Pittsburgh Penguins room has been devoid of 
chirping and teasing, mocking and carrying on for the past week. In Las 
Vegas, both Bryan Rust and Jason Zucker sat quietly as the team 
contemplated their (then) five-game winless stream. 

Rust and Zucker are the Statler and Waldorf, the Don Rickles, the class 
cutups of the Penguins locker room. When they are quiet, it’s really quiet. 

The Penguins earned a 4-1 win over the Arizona Coyotes at Mullett 
Arena on Sunday night. Earned is apt, even if the game didn’t start well, 
and the Penguins were shaky at points. Get the Penguins recap here and 
the PHN+ report card here. 

Jake Guentzel had two goals, each at 5v5, his first since Nov. 5. Jeff 
Carter scored the empty netter, and Jason Zucker scored, too. 

With the feel-good win, the chirping resumed. And, of course, it was 
Zucker. 

JASON ZUCKER: 

Did Guentzel’s second goal, a whiff by Arizona goalie Karel Vejmelka, 
give the bench a boost — like a good omen? 

“I think Jake paid (the goalie), paid him off for that one,” Zucker said 
before breaking into a smile. 

Zucker also scored on Sunday night. It was a beauty set up by Evgeni 
Malkin on the rush. As Malkin stickhandled, he pulled defensemen 
forward, and Zucker slipped behind them. 

Zucker roofed a backhand, for which he also had jokes. The Penguins 
were feeling much better on Sunday night. 

P.O Joseph: 

Joseph showed off his speed a couple of times on Sunday. On one of the 
Penguins’ second-period plays, he raced the length of the ice and past 
the Arizona defenders. 

Otherwise, it was a low-event game without much offense or flare. 

“I think it’s how we’ve got to manage the puck,” Joseph said. “You know 
they are very structured … we wanted to put the puck behind them and 
go to work on that.” 

The Penguins limited Arizona to just three shots in the third period, but 
Joseph did have to speak to the power play, which is 0-for-21 over the 
last four games. 

It’s a short locker room tonight. The Penguins were out quickly. Jake 
Guentzel didn’t have much to offer but a relieved, “that’s hockey,” after 
scoring two goals. Those tallies were his first even-strength goals with a 
goalie in net since Nov. 5. 

Coach Mike Sullivan 

Sullivan’s tone and demeanor were a stark departure from the frustrated, 
angry recent postgames. The weight the win lifted off the Pittsburgh 
Penguins was perhaps best seen and heard on Sullivan. 

“Most importantly, I think we needed to feel good about what went on out 
there. We played hard. We played the game the right way,” Sullivan said. 
“I was most encouraged by the third period because I didn’t think we 
gave much, and I thought we were playing on our toes.” 
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Penguins Winless Streak Over; Drought Ends in Desert with 4-1 Win 

 

Published 8 hours ago on January 8, 2023 

By Dave Molinari  

 

The Pittsburgh Penguins have won 20 games this season. 

Many, if not most, were more impressive than their 4-1 victory over 
Arizona at Mullett Arena Sunday evening. 

But it’s possible that none have been more important. 

Beating the Coyotes — something they’ve done in each of the past 10 
meetings — allowed them to pull out of a 0-4-2 skid and was just their 
second victory in the past nine games (2-5-2). 

It didn’t necessarily get their season back on track, but it did pull them out 
of their death spiral through the Eastern Conference standings, at least 
temporarily. 
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They are 20-13-6 and tied with the New York Islanders for fifth place in 
the Metropolitan Division, five points behind the New York Rangers. The 
Penguins have two games in hand on both. 

To be sure, there were some important positives for the Penguins in this 
game. Casey DeSmith was outstanding, stopping 23 of 24 shots, Jake 
Guentzel broke out of his goal-scoring slump with a pair and Sidney 
Crosby had two assists. 

Still, the list of things they did well was exceeded by the one of all that left 
room for improvement — finding a way to have the power play stop being 
a glaring liability comes immediately to mind — although a team in their 
position should be grateful simply to get the two points and prepare to 
deal with the details later. 

“It’s a real important win for us, no matter how you get it,” Mike Sullivan 
said. 

The Penguins, in keeping with their miseries of late, didn’t need much 
time to begin self-sabotaging in the first period. 

Just 56 seconds after the opening faceoff, Marcus Pettersson picked up 
a cross-checking minor.  They managed to get through that shorthanded 
situation without incident, but their luck run out a few minutes later. 

Coyotes forward Barrett Hayton, positioned at the top of the Penguins’ 
crease, steered a Clayton Keller feed from the right side past DeSmith for 
a 1-0 lead at 5:18. 

Although the Penguins generated only two shots on goal during the first 
13-plus minutes of play, they nearly pulled even when Crosby had a 
chance from the inner edge of the left circle, but he was unable to beat 
goalie Karel Vejmelka, who denied Guentzel on the rebound. 

They had another opportunity to tie when Arizona defenseman Juuso 
Valimaki was penalized for holding Jason Zucker at 16:37, but were 
unable to manufacture a shot on goal while he was in the box. That ran 
the Penguins’ power play drought to 0-for-16. 

Being shut down so thoroughly by Arizona is no small feat: They Coyotes 
had allowed at least one power-play goal in seven of their previous eight 
games and entered the game with the 26th-ranked penalty-kill in the 
league. 

DeSmith was tested several times during the first five-plus minutes of the 
second period, and his work was rewarded when Guentzel swept a 
Crosby pass into the net from the right side of the crease at 5:56. The 
goal, which also netted an assist for Jan Rutta, was Guentzel’s 16th of 
the season but first in nine games. 

It apparently was enough to remind him how much fun it is to score, 
because Guentzel did it again little more than three minutes later to put 
the Penguins up, 2-1. 

He beat Vejmelka from below the right circle at 9:11, capping a sequence 
that yielded assists for Bryan Rust and Crosby. 

A double-minor for high-sticking Brian Dumoulin assessed to Hayton at 
12:37 gave the Pittsburgh Penguins an exquisite opportunity to pad their 
lead, but they got only two shots on goal — both in the final 70 seconds 
of the four-minute advantage — and never seriously threatened. 

Lest anyone not take their power-play struggles at face value, they also 
failed to capitalize on tripping minors called on Patrik Nemeth (17:34) and 
Jakob Chychrun (19:01). 

That included a 33-second overlap during which the Penguins had a two-
man advantage; however, the only scoring chance then belonged to 
Coyotes penalty-killer Nick Bjugstad, who DeSmith denied on a 
breakaway. 

“The breakaway was a huge save,” Sullivan said. 

The Penguins got an insurance goal from Zucker at 10:58 of the third, as 
he took a feed from Evgeni Malkin, cut across the front of the net, then 

threw a backhander past Vejmelka from a harsh angle to the right of the 
net. 

The Penguins followed that with another unproductive power play, giving 
them an even half-dozen for the game and extending their four-game 
slump to 0-for-21. 

But Jeff Carter put the game out of Arizona’s reach by scoring into an 
empty net at 18:55 to close out the scoring. 
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Penguins vs. Coyotes, Game 39: Lines, Notes and How to Watch 

 

Published 20 hours ago on January 8, 2023 

By Dave Molinari  

 

Most NHL teams, including the Pittsburgh Penguins, enjoy a mid-winter 
trip to Arizona. 

It’s a chance to thaw out for a few days in the middle of winter up north. 

Oh, and more often than not, it’s a pretty good time to collect a couple of 
points, because it’s been a long time since the Coyotes were a very good 
team. 

That certainly should be the focus for the Penguins, who are 0-4-2 in 
their past six games, as they prepare to face Arizona tonight at 7:08 
Eastern at Mullett Arena in Tempe, Ariz. 

Despite their issues in recent weeks, that doesn’t seem unreasonable, 
considering that they have won nine games in a row against Arizona. 
That’s the Penguins’ longest active winning streak against any opponent. 

The Coyotes have been collecting promising young talent — including 
West Mifflin native Logan Cooley, who was selected by Arizona with the 
third choice in the 2022 NHL draft and is spending this season at the 
University of Minnesota — for quite a few years, but it still isn’t showing 
up in the standings. 

They are anchored in seventh place in the Central Division and, while the 
Coyotes haven’t been mathematically eliminated from playoff contention, 
the chances of them qualifying this season are slightly worse than those 
of Arizona conducting an election that’s free of controversy. 

Arizona is coming off a 0-for-4 road trip and will be playing for the third 
time in four days. It’s worth noting, though, that the Coyotes are 7-3-2 at 
Mullett Arena, their undersized and temporary home on the campus of 
Arizona State. 

The Penguins, meanwhile, have not played since their 5-2 loss in Las 
Vegas Thursday, and have slipped out of a playoff spot in the Eastern 
Conference. 

They haven’t won a game since before Christmas shopping reached the 
panic level — 3-2 over the New York Rangers on Dec. 20, to be precise 
— and haven’t won on the road since defeating Florida Dec. 15. 

Getting his power play in synch for this game could be critical for Mike 
Sullivan and his staff tonight. After being so effective for so many weeks, 
the Penguins are 0-for-15 with the extra man in their past three games; 
facing an opponent with one of the NHL’s most leaky penalty-kills should 
help, in that regard. 

Arizona is averaging 10 minutes, 52 seconds of penalties per game, so 
the Penguins should get several opportunities to capitalize on a man-
advantage/ 
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The Penguins will not hold a game-day skate, so the team’s media-
relations department will send out an email a couple of hours before the 
opening faceoff identifying the starting goaltender and passing along any 
pertinent personnel/injury information. 

Evgeni Malkin has four career game-winning goals against Arizona. 

Chad Ruhwedel does not have a point in his past 15 games. 

Sidney Crosby averages 1.52 points per game against Arizona, the 
highest figure of any active player. He had a goal and two assists in the 
Penguins’ season-opening 6-2 victory over the Coyotes. 

Casey DeSmith stopped 39 shots in a 4-0 victory over the Coyotes Nov. 
10, 2018, his only career start against Arizona. 

Minnesota is the only NHL team with a longer active winning streak 
against a particular opponent than the one the Penguins have against 
Arizona. The Wild have won 13 in a row against Anaheim. 

Arizona averages a league-low 25 shots per game, while allowing 34.5. 

The Coyotes dressed 11 forwards and seven defensemen for their 2-0 
loss in Chicago Friday, which coach Andre Tourigny does on a regular 
basis. 

Arizona is 9-12-3 when it has one day between games, which will be the 
case tonight. 

Arizona forward Nick Schmaltz has at least one point in eight of his past 
10 games. 

 

Pittsburgh Hockey Now LOADED: 01.09.2023 

1208938 Pittsburgh Penguins 

 

Dan’s Daily: The Trade Board Update, Penguins Changes 

 

Published 23 hours ago on January 8, 2023 

By Dan Kingerski  

 

TEMPE, Ariz. — The big board is about set. The big names are making 
decisions, and the NHL trade deadline is about seven weeks away. PHN 
looked at the Penguins’ trade chips and values, too. There were a couple 
of tweaks and cuts at the Penguins’ practice in Scottsdale. Is Jakub 
Chychrun the right fit for the Edmonton Oilers? The Buffalo Sabres won 
again. So did the Seattle Kraken. 

I expect this Coyotes experience on Sunday to be exciting because it’s 
different — for a moment. But it doesn’t meet NHL standards. It doesn’t 
meet professional standards. The practice rink on the outskirts of 
Scottsdale was a municipal rink with nothing in the way of amenities. 
There’s no way a free agent will choose to come here. 

In my travels, I spoke with a half dozen people, from Lyft drivers to 
people I bumped into out in the wild. No one knew the Coyotes played 
hockey; only one knew the Pittsburgh Penguins. But my last Lyft driver 
was a HUGE Steelers fan who loved talking Stillers. He knew the 
Penguins. 

Pittsburgh Hockey Now: Penguins practice — the power play, the 
haircuts, and the Penguins lines. 

What is Jeff Carter or Brian Dumoulin worth on the market? What chips 
do the Penguins have? Updated Penguins trade realities. 

Steelers Now: 

If the Steelers win and things fall their way, Wild-Card Weekend won’t be 
kind. Here’s what’s on deck for a Steelers playoff appearance. 

The Browns are missing a tackle, which means a potentially great 
matchup for T.J. Watt. 

The odds are skyrocketing that Kenny Pickett will be Rookie of the Year. 
Steelers news. 

Pittsburgh Baseball Now: GM Ben Cherrington has a few good trade 
grades, but he’s missed on too many, hurting the Pittsburgh Pirates. 

NYI Hockey Now: The Penguins aren’t the only team struggling — Stefen 
Rosner called it the “broken record trip” as the New York Islanders 
struggled, too. 

Philly Hockey Now: Morgan Frost is improving, and prospect Bobby Brink 
netted his first pro goal. Flyers prospects are shining. 

Washington Hockey Now: Sunday is a big day for the Capitals. Tom 
Wilson and Nick Backstrom will return to the lineup after missing the 
entire season to date. Rehab only brought the Washington Capitals 
closer. 

Is Jakub Chychrun the best NHL trade deadline target for the Oilers? 

Leafs Nation: Mitch Marner is already at 500 points. 

Buffalo News: I’m telling you — here come the Sabres. Rasmus Dahlin 
had five points, and Buffalo won (again) by beating Minnesota in OT. 

NHL.com: Seattle is quietly a much better team and in the playoff race. 
They hung an eight-spot on Ottawa Saturday. 

Vegas Hockey Now: The head coach wasn’t thrilled. One game after 
thumping the Penguins, Vegas flat-lined against the Kings. Bruce 
Cassidy called it the worst loss of the year. Vegas Golden Knights 
crushed. 

Montreal Hockey Now: Fans are getting frustrated in Montreal. Seven 
straight losses will do that, and the veterans are playing over the kids, but 
that could be changing for the Montreal Canadiens. 

Detroit Hockey Now: Jakub Vrana isn’t dealing with the demotion to the 
AHL very well. When will the former Detroit Red Wings winger get going? 
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Weekend NHL rankings: Giving the Central their due, the fading Red 
Wings and more 

 

By Sean McIndoe 

12-15 minutes 09/01/2023 

 

We’re crossing the halfway mark this week, which means we can 
officially and mercifully put “it’s too early” to bed. There’s still plenty of 
time for twists and turns, and history tells us that we’ll see at least a few 
teams collapse or surge. But we’ve seen enough that we can start 
digging through the numbers without the constant disclaimers about how 
none of it actually matters. 

For example: Let’s look at some records by division and conference. 

We don’t tend to spend a lot of time digging into those numbers. And 
rightly so: We’re dealing with small samples, so there’s definitely a ton of 
noise, and it’s easy to overreact. But there can still be some interesting 



 

CAROLINA HURRICANES 
NEWS CLIPPINGS • January 9, 2023 

 

stuff in there, so let’s use this week’s bonus top five to see what we can 
find. 

Top five division/conference record oddities that may or may not mean 
something 

5. Golden Knights — They’ve been great against the Central and 
Atlantic, at a combined 18-4-0. They’re an OK 4-3-0 against the Metro. 
But against their own division, they’re a losing team — just 5-6-2 in the 
Pacific. 

If it holds up: Maybe we shouldn’t be so sure that this is the Knights’ 
division to run away with. 

4. Penguins — At first glance, their 20-13-6 record looks solid enough. 
But they’re a combined 13-13-6 against the Metro, Atlantic and Pacific, 
and a perfect 7-0-0 against the Central. Three of those wins have come 
against the tanking Hawks and Coyotes, although they’ve also beaten 
the Stars, Wild and Jets. 

If it holds up: They’ll be rooting for the Central in the Western Conference 
final, because they’re only 3-6-0 against the Pacific. 

3. Coyotes — They’re a respectable 11-12-2 against the East, but just 2-
9-3 against the West. That’s weird not just because of the win 
percentage discrepancy, but also because of how East-heavy their 
schedule has been early on. Remember, they had those monster road 
trips early on while they waited for the Mullet. 

If it holds up: A team that’s had a better first half than we thought might 
collapse down the stretch against their own conference. Which is 
probably exactly what you want if you’re a Coyotes fan. 

2. Bruins — They’re literally unbeatable against the Metro, going a 
perfect 11-0-0. Last night’s win in Anaheim moved them to 7-0-2 against 
the Pacific. And they’re 8-1-0 against the Central, meaning they’ve lost 
exactly one game in regulation in a combined 29 games against all three 
rival divisions. But against the Atlantic, they’re just 6-3-2. That’s good, but 
it’s not dominant, with just one win more than they’ve lost. 

If it holds up: It might be tougher for the Bruins to get out of the division 
than we think. (But if they do, it’s over.) 

1. Canucks — Outside their division, they’re a putrid 7-16-3, a 53-point 
pace that would put them in the running for dead last most years. But in 
the Pacific, they’re actually 10-3-0, which… what? They’ve padded the 
record a bit with three wins over the Sharks, but they’ve beaten everyone 
at least once, and are 2-0-0 against the playoff-bound Kraken. 

If it holds up: Their second-half schedule is Pacific-heavy, although that 
doesn’t kick in for a few weeks left. They’ll probably be done by then, but 
if they’re hanging around, they might be in better shape than you think. 

On to this week’s top and bottom five… 

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

Big news from the weekend: Nicklas Backstrom and Tom Wilson are 
back in Washington. John Carlson is out, so the Capitals aren’t 
approaching full power quite yet, but we’re about to find out just how 
good they can be. 

5. Toronto Maple Leafs (25-9-7, +34 true goals differential*) — I guess? 
I’m officially nervous about the goaltending again, but a pair of weekend 
wins remind us that this team doesn’t need Vezina-level performance to 
get points in January. April, on the other hand… 

4. Dallas Stars (23-11-6, +28) — See, this is why I don’t like adding new 
teams. I finally put the Stars in the top five last week, and they repay me 
with losses to the Kings and Ducks. My bias for the status quo kept you 
out for months, and it will keep you in this week (along with that nice 
rebound win over the Panthers). But I’m putting you back behind the 
Avalanche as a warning to shape up. 

3. Colorado Avalanche (20-15-3, +1) — Down 2-0, on the road, against a 
playoff team. Nate, you want to take this one? 

Yep, that’ll do it, thanks. 

2. Carolina Hurricanes (25-8-7, +17) — The big story is that Max 
Pacioretty is back, scoring twice on Saturday. That was cool, but it wasn’t 
enough to help the once unbeatable Canes snap what’s now become a 
losing streak. 

Three losses in a row isn’t a big worry, but it certainly does put a damper 
on the idea that they were running away from the Devils. They’ve got 
New Jersey tomorrow, by the way. 

1. Boston Bruins (32-4-4, +68) — They keep winning, but got some rough 
news with a long-term injury to Jake DeBrusk coming just a few days 
after he took over the Winter Classic. Fluto takes a look at what the injury 
might mean for the team, especially for GM Don Sweeney. 

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

Not ranked: Winnipeg Jets and Minnesota Wild — I think I owe the 
Central a bit of an apology. 

In my defense, I’ve only got so many brain cells to devote to each 
division. I’ve used a bunch of them trying to figure out the up-and-down 
Blues, and a few more enjoying the all-time tank jobs happening in 
Arizona and Chicago. And of course, I’ve spent all year twisting myself 
into knots to keep the Avs in my top five. I still don’t think I’m wrong about 
them still being a top contender, and it’s worth pointing out that the 
various sportsbooks and oddsmakers agree with me. But it’s possible 
that I’ve leaned so heavily on Colorado that I’ve been missing the boat on 
the division’s other top teams. 

I finally came around on Dallas last week, promoting them to the top five. 
So I finally acknowledged that there were other good teams in the 
Central, and the whole division wasn’t just waiting around for a 
coronation once Colorado got healthy. 

Cool. So what about the Jets and Wild? 

I haven’t had either team in the top five this year, which probably isn’t all 
that controversial. But I also realized this week that I hadn’t even 
mentioned either team in the “not ranked” section, making them the only 
two teams to be shut out completely. 

So is this a case of a typical eastern writer ignoring good teams in the 
Western Conference? Put differently: While both teams are having solid 
seasons, are either of them actually contenders? 

The Jets feel like the easier answer of the two, since they’re red hot right 
now and have one of the best goalies in the world, so they’ll make for a 
scary matchup against anyone they run into. Connor Hellebuyck has 
been fantastic, giving his team a chance just about every game. And 
that’s been all they’ve needed most nights because the blue line is no 
longer a mess and we’re finally seeing that balanced scoring we thought 
would be their strength last year. The Canucks got a heaping close-up 
yesterday. 

The underlying numbers aren’t great. But with Hellebuyck and the 
forwards, that doesn’t necessarily feel fake, or even especially 
unsustainable. Nikolaj Ehlers is back. Josh Morrissey is getting some 
longshot Norris love. And I know we’ve all already decided that Jim 
Montgomery is the Jack Adams winner, but at some point, we have to 
recognize that Rick Bowness seems to have been exactly what this team 
needed (and not just the uninspired Barry Trotz placeholder that folks like 
me thought he was). 

The Wild have been rolling after a shaky start. They sat at a pedestrian 
7-8-2 through mid-November, but have gone 15-6-0 since, including wins 
over the Hurricanes, Lightning and Stars. They’ve also beaten the Jets 
twice, by a combined score of 10-2. Unlike the Jets, they’re doing it 
without set-it-and-forget-it goaltending, with Marc-Andre Fleury struggling 
for stretches while Filip Gustavsson has been very good as a 1A, but 
doesn’t have the track record. 
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Never seen a goalie beat himself up like Fleury. He’s slamming things, 
apologizing to teammates, cursing, saying 5 goals should be a win every 
time 

If the playoffs started today, Dean Evason would have an interesting 
decision to make in goal. But they don’t, and the coach still has half a 
season to work through it. In the meantime, they’re getting healthy and 
looking strong, despite last night’s loss. 

Add it all up, and there are four very good teams in the Central, one 
confusing one, and two intentionally bad ones. The path out of the 
division will be tough, but otherwise, we finally might have it all figured 
out. 

The bottom five 

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

An important reminder from elsewhere in the sports world: If you’re going 
to tank, don’t let your coach figure out that part of the plan is he’s getting 
fired for losing too much. Let’s just say he might get the last laugh. 

5. San Jose Sharks (12-21-8, -26) — In their last 23 games, they’ve only 
beaten six teams, and it’s a list of the league’s also-rans: Chicago, 
Arizona, Anaheim, Ottawa, Montreal and… uh, Minnesota. Hey, you Wild 
fans told me you wanted more Central coverage, so here you go. 

4. Arizona Coyotes (13-21-5, -36) — Just when you start to wonder if 
they’re really serious about this whole lottery thing, they find a way to 
lose in regulation to the charred husk of the Chicago Blackhawks. 
Remember, a lot of you teams are just one-year tourists in tankland, the 
Coyotes have lived here for years. 

3. Anaheim Ducks (12-25-4, -73) — They looked at least a little bit feisty 
this week, with a shutout win over the Stars and an OT decision against 
the Sharks before hanging in with the Bruins for half a game last night. 
We’ll reward them by bumping them out of the bottom two for the first 
time since mid-November. 

2. Columbus Blue Jackets (12-25-2, -52) — Yesterday’s 1-0 loss to the 
Caps continued a trend, as the Blue Jackets have now managed one 
goal or less in six of their last 12. They’ve won two of those dozen 
games, and just one in regulation, because it turns out that winning is 
hard when you can’t score. 

1. Chicago Blackhawks (10-25-4, -56) — They won! Twice! Oops! 

Actually, it’s probably fine. You can’t lose ‘em all, despite how hard Kyle 
Davidson is trying. Don’t panic, Hawks fans. And certainly don’t go and 
make any horrific mistakes that will ruin your entire life. 

Not ranked: Detroit Red Wings — They were one of the best stories in 
the league over the first few months, offering proof that a slow-and-
steady rebuild could pay off. You didn’t need a lottery win, or three years 
of tanking. Just a plan, some patience, and a steady hand at the wheel. 

On December 13, the Red Wings were 13-8-6. Fake .500, sure, but good 
enough for a playoff spot, not to mention vindication for an impressive 
offseason. I even featured them in the “not ranked” section of the top five, 
even as I wrote that I didn’t think they were a real playoff contender. 

Since then, they’ve lost seven of ten, including to Atlantic also-rans like 
the Sabres, Senators and Panthers. The playoffs don’t feel like a goal 
anymore. And this week, we had the weird Jakub Vrána situation, which 
saw a guy who’s scored at a 40-goal pace for the Wings get dumped on 
waivers. That was a tough one to figure out, even factoring in his recent 
stint in the player assistance program and his less-than-impressive 
performance during an AHL condition stint. It was hard to figure out 
whether Steve Yzerman was trying to dump the guy, or just sneak him 
through waivers for some added roster flexibility. 

If it was the latter, it worked. If it’s the former, everyone needs to pretend 
otherwise for now, at least until a potential trade down the line. Until then, 
we’re left with Vrana in the AHL while the Red Wings try to score enough 

to make up for some iffy goaltending. That’s been mostly coming from 
Ville Husso and Alex Nedeljkovic, two Yzerman trade targets who’ve 
been reminding us that sometimes teams make young goalies available 
for a reason. 

Ten games ago, I wrote that “Yzerman’s insistence on patience and his 
refusal to make big, bold moves has been frustrating for instant-
gratification hacks like me, but it’s working.” It mostly still is, but this 
doesn’t feel like a dream season anymore. Instead, it’s looking like yet 
another year of patience in Detroit. 
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2023 NHL prospect pool rankings: Scott Wheeler evaluates every team 

 

Scott Wheeler4-5 minutes 09/01/2023 

Welcome to the 2023 edition of my annual ranking of every NHL team’s 
prospect pools. 

This 31-day project counts down to the NHL organization with the best 
collection of prospects, totalling nearly 100,000 words of evaluation on 
nearly 500 prospects. This page will update daily from Jan. 9 to Feb. 8. 

Throughout, I have made a regular effort to feature quotes and insight 
from sources about these players. However, the evaluations and 
rankings themselves (both of individual prospects and each team’s farm 
system overall) are strictly my own. These assessments are the 
byproduct of countless viewings (both on tape and in person) and 
conversations spanning several years. Wherever my exposure to a 
prospect is limited, I have said so and relied more heavily on others. 

Each list this year will include up to a maximum of 15 prospects (plus 
honourable mentions) per organization, down from the 20-player cap of 
previous projects in the interest of length and evaluating only prospects 
who have a moderate chance at making the NHL. 

To be eligible for inclusion, a skater must: 

Be under 23 years old. We know that by the time a player turns 23, he is 
largely done with the steep upward progression we see in prospects and 
will begin to plateau. 

Not be a full-time NHL player. This is the arbitrary section of the criteria. 
Here, I trust my judgment for whether or not a rostered NHL player is still 
likely to bounce between levels more than I trust any pre-determined 
games played before the cutoff. Preference for inclusion as an NHL 
prospect is more likely to be given to teenagers than 22-year-olds. 

Either be signed to an NHL contract or selected in the entry draft, without 
the expiration of either of those rights. Players who are signed to AHL 
contracts are not considered. 

To be eligible for inclusion, a goalie must: 

Be under 25 years old. This age criteria is more reflective of the typical 
goalie trajectory, allowing for the continued consideration of goalies who 
are very much still prospects. 

Not currently be established as one of their NHL club’s two go-to options. 

The rankings are also broken down into team-specific tiers in order to 
provide you with better insight into the gaps between groups of 
prospects, as well as a sense for the potential fluidity within those 
groups. The tiers are not universal across the league and do not have 
pre-set boundaries or projections in an effort to avoid (as best I can) 
boxing prospects into black-and-white expectations. 

You will, however, notice the consistent emphasis placed on upside and 
skill in my rankings. These are not rankings based on proximity to the 
NHL. A player with top-of-the-lineup potential may rank higher than a 



 

CAROLINA HURRICANES 
NEWS CLIPPINGS • January 9, 2023 

 

player with NHL experience who projects into a depth role, even 
sometimes in cases where the former is less likely to reach his ceiling 
than the latter. Teams who’ve consistently swung on talent, instead of 
playing it safe, will tend to grade higher overall. I believe that approach 
should be the foundation of modern scouting. In the long run, the teams 
that will distinguish themselves in a league built on parity are those who 
will develop homegrown stars that can make an impact, in a cap world, 
early on in their earning power. Those are the sport’s most precious 
resource, particularly when depth pieces are so readily available through 
trades and free agency. My rankings should reflect that. 

For more insight into my experience, my process, the things I look for, 
and my potential biases and limitations, check out my guide to scouting. 
And for a second opinion on many of these players, check out the work 
of The Athletic’s Corey Pronman in his NHL pipeline rankings, last 
released in August. 

The Ranking 

32. Colorado Avalanche 

After making just 11 of their allotted 21 picks in the last three drafts in 
pursuit of their Stanley Cup, and after trading some of the prospects that 
they did have, the Avalanche’s stable of young prospects has taken a hit. 
They do still have a few kids of interest, but the improvement of the pool 
will be a work-in-progress long term as they’ve already moved half a 
dozen of their selections in the next two drafts as well. 
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NHL99: Ken Dryden, an all-time winner and the conscience of the game 

 

Daniel Nugent-Bowman 

12-15 minutes 09/01/2023 

 

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. 

Ken Dryden noticed a common theme as he read obituary after obituary 
in recent years of deceased former NHLers who he followed as a kid. 

So often, these players had struggled in the later stages of life — usually 
the result of repeated hits to the head. He knew something needed to 
change. 

“It just seemed wrong that this would happen,” Dryden said. “It doesn’t 
need to happen.” 

Though Dryden wasn’t naive about the dangers of the sport, all those 
stories he consumed served as the tipping point for him. 

He began writing his own articles and books about the subject and 
speaking forcefully and eloquently in public whenever he could. 

“When your brain doesn’t work well, it’s pretty lousy,” Dryden said. “It’s a 
bad life.” 

It’s debatable whether Dryden is the most outspoken player, past or 
present, when it comes to advocating for player safety — particularly 
pertaining to the brain. What separates Dryden is his combination of 
stature as one of the game’s greatest ever and the articulation and 
passion he brings to the cause. 

It’s one thing to be interviewed for a story. It’s another to ask the tough 
questions and put pressure on decision-makers to try to drive change. 

“There are some things that you can’t stop from happening,” Dryden said. 
“But you can hugely reduce the number of brain injuries. If you don’t, 
that’s really wrong.” 

In that sense, Dryden is the conscience of the game. In the process, he’s 
arguably become a more important figure now than when he was one of 
the best goaltenders of all time. 

“He’s always had an impact on the game — and has made a great 
impact since he played,” longtime former teammate Larry Robinson said. 

The Montreal Canadiens of the 1970s were some of the most talented 
and successful teams in NHL history. Dryden was the squad’s backbone, 
backstopping them to six Stanley Cup championships in eight seasons. 

Dryden’s athleticism was his calling card. 

Canadiens blueliner Brian Engblom will never forget Dryden’s kick save 
on the Bruins’ Terry O’Reilly in Game 7 of the semifinal in 1979 — and 
O’Reilly’s look of dismay. 

Robinson said Dryden was Grant Fuhr before Fuhr came along with the 
1980s Oilers. Only he did it better. Dryden had a knack for making the 
big save at the most opportune time. 

“He was so auspicious that I think a lot of times we as teammates took 
him for granted,” Robinson said. 

Dryden comes in at No. 25 on The Athletic’s NHL99 list. To rank in the 
top quarter is a remarkable accomplishment considering he played just 
seven full seasons in the NHL. So, why should Dryden be slotted so 
high? 

“Winning,” Engblom said simply. 

Dryden posted a .922 save percentage and 46 shutouts in 397 career 
regular-season games with a 258-57-74 record. The last margin is ties 
and not extra-time defeats, too. Dryden’s .743 winning percentage puts 
him decisively atop the NHL list in that category for goaltenders with a 
minimum of 250 games. He’s .109 points higher than second-place Gerry 
Cheevers. 

Not bad for a player who never thought he’d make it to the NHL until 
nearly the point that he got there. Growing up in Etobicoke, Ont., on the 
west end of Toronto, Dryden followed his big brother Dave around and 
emulated him as often as he could. Dave strapped on his pads and 
played in net, so Ken did the same. They’d go on to become the first 
brothers to face each other as netminders in an NHL game. 

The younger Dryden was a capable puck-stopper and excelled in Junior 
B in Etobicoke. He’d eventually play for Cornell University, which was 
hardly a track to the pros in the late 1960s. The NHL was made up 
almost entirely of Canadians at the time, so playing for an American 
college was merely a chance to continue playing a kid’s game while 
pursuing a higher education. 

That all suited Dryden just fine. He was more than happy to earn his arts 
degree and stop a few more pucks when he wasn’t in a classroom or 
buried in books. 

Putting his education to good use was a priority for Dryden. So much so 
that even when the Canadiens — who acquired his rights in a trade from 
the Bruins — wanted to sign him to their AHL team, Dryden insisted on 
the stipulation that he be a part-time player. That way he could study law. 

It was only when his play became so elite that the Canadiens were 
considering calling him up that his mindset changed — if only slightly. 

Dryden was summoned near the end of the 1970-71 season and won all 
six of his starts before earning playoff MVP honors as the Canadiens 
won the Stanley Cup. In doing so, he became the first NHL goalie to win 
a championship before losing a regular-season game. He’d then win the 
Calder Trophy as the league’s top rookie the following season. 
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“That set the tone,” Engblom said. “And he went on from there.” 

But Dryden forever marched to the beat of his own drummer, never 
shying away from going against hockey norms. 

“He certainly wasn’t a prototypical athlete,” Engblom said. “The best way 
to describe it is, he was not a jock.” 

Few challenged Canadiens GM Sam Pollock in the 1970s. But when 
Dryden didn’t like his contract offer, he went to work for a law firm and 
interned for political activist Ralph Nader instead. The Canadiens lost in 
the first round of the 1974 playoffs without Dryden. They got him back for 
the next season, reached the league semifinals and then won four 
Stanley Cup titles in a row. 

“He doesn’t do things on a whim,” said Scotty Bowman, his coach with 
the Canadiens. “He researches very closely.” 

Few players presented as calm a facade as Dryden. He was cerebral. 
Turnovers or blown coverages by Engblom resulted in him making 
apologies to Dryden during play stoppages. Dryden’s response was 
typically a cool nod as if to say, I’ve got your back. 

Robinson recalls the lead-up to Game 4 of the 1976 Stanley Cup Final at 
the old Philadelphia Spectrum. Every member of the Canadiens was up 
and bouncing around in the dressing room ahead of the game. Dryden, 
still in his stall, remained stoic. 

“That tells you just how focused he was,” Robinson said. 

Dryden speaks carefully, slowly and thoughtfully — and never profanely. 
It’s the same way he conducted himself in interviews when he played for 
the Canadiens. Camera operators and newspaper reporters crowded 
around Dryden after games at the Montreal Forum. 

Engblom recalls Dryden pausing regularly before answering questions to 
give himself a chance to craft his responses. 

“I learned from that, and I tried to start using that right away,” said 
Engblom, who became a television color commentator. “It was quite 
amazing. It really stood out to me. I feel very fortunate that I learned from 
Ken Dryden.” 

Everything Dryden does has a purpose. 

“He’s a very thorough person,” Bowman said. “He’s very analytical. I 
think that helped him as a goalie, too.” 

“He always said the right thing,” Robinson said. 

Dryden always kept a notebook in the breast pocket of his sportscoat to 
jot down ideas and observations. His note-taking sparked the basis for 
“The Game,” considered on the shortlist of the greatest sports books ever 
written. 

“That shows the type of person that he was, his thought level and the 
way that he thought about everything so much differently than everybody 
else,” Robinson said. 

His famous pose, standing tall while resting on his blocker and trapper 
with the play at the other end of the ice, appears on the book’s cover. 
Perhaps no other image illustrated the Canadiens’ dominance — even if 
Bowman never thought he got enough credit for his importance to those 
elite teams. 

That resting position was something Dryden believes he first began doing 
in Junior B because it was the most comfortable resting position for him 
as a lanky, 6-foot-4 goaltender. 

The signature stance seemed apropos for Dryden, too. He looked 
pensive, as if contemplating what he must do next. 

That remained the case after his brief but Stanley Cup-rich playing career 
ended. 

Being an NHL goaltender was never the be-all, end-all for Dryden. 

He left the Canadiens after winning his fourth straight Cup championship 
and at the seeming peak of his powers because he wanted to do other 
things with his life. 

“I wanted to give myself the time and the chance to do something else 
that I hoped would be useful, interesting and that I could do well,” he 
said. “It just felt like it was time to go.” 

The expectation in those days in Montreal was the Canadiens either won 
the championship or their season was a bust. Well, Dryden had nothing 
left to accomplish and, in a sense, nowhere to go but down. 

His legendary resume could have been worthy of the inner circle had he 
played for another few seasons. That choice barely surprised his 
teammates. 

“Ken is his own person — and he was done,” Engblom said. “He didn’t 
need to over-explain.” 

Dryden has never regretted his decision. He would have preferred to 
continue his on-ice career after leaving the Canadiens. He wanted to play 
in Moscow for the 1979-80 season for the once-in-a-life experience. His 
wife and two children were on board and Dryden got the necessary 
approvals from Hockey Canada, the Canadian government and the 
players’ association. The Russian government ultimately nixed the idea. 

Naturally, Dryden’s life post-NHL career makes the Dos Equis man look 
like some Ordinary Joe. He’s been a lawyer, an author, a hockey color 
commentator, a university professor, the president of the Maple Leafs 
and a Canadian Member of Parliament. 

“There wasn’t much that he wasn’t successful at,” Bowman said. 

“I’ve been able to do the things that I thought were interesting to do — 
that I liked to do,” Dryden said. 

But Dryden doesn’t define himself by any of those jobs — including his 
work on the ice. 

“I wasn’t a hockey player,” he said. “I was somebody who played 
hockey.” 

Now 75, Dryden remains focused on what he should do next. “When 
everybody’s looking straight ahead, he’s looking from a 45- or 90-degree 
angle,” Engblom said. 

Dryden has long been an advocate for making the sport safer, even 
when he played. Engblom recalls Dryden being outspoken about late hits 
that were referred to as “finishing a check” in 1970s parlance. 

“He talked about it openly as it should have been,” Engblom said. 

In 2017, Dryden released “Game Change,” a book about former NHL 
defenseman Steve Montador, who died two years earlier and was 
posthumously diagnosed with CTE. Part of the book took aim at the way 
the game has been played and how change at the top wasn’t coming fast 
enough. 

Dryden finds the debates about controversial bodychecks to be tedious 
and unnecessary. He grows irritated when watching a game, seeing a 
player hit in the head by the check of an opponent, and then what comes 
next. Commentators regularly bicker over whether that part of the body 
was the “principle point of contact” as replays are shown from several 
angles and slowed down and sped up. 

The whole conversation, to Dryden, misses the point. 

“Why is a head hit from a shoulder better than a head hit from an elbow?” 
he asks. “The brain doesn’t distinguish. The brain doesn’t care what it 
gets hit by. The brain is going to be affected equally.” 

Dryden wants any head contact made by a checker to be penalized as 
automatically as a high stick to the face or a player flipping the puck over 
the glass in the defensive zone. 

The NHL is in a much better place than it was years ago, Dryden says. 
He credits that to the sport’s younger players or superstars like the 
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Oilers’ Connor McDavid putting more of an emphasis on skill, speed and 
scoring than anything rule-makers have done to quell fighting or diminish 
violent hits. 

Dryden will continue doing his part, in all the ways he knows how — even 
if he sometimes feels like he’s talking into the ether. 

“Awareness is not the answer. Awareness is the beginning step toward 
the answer,” Dryden said. “The decision-makers have to take that 
awareness and apply that awareness in order for it to be the answer.” 
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Sportsnet.ca / Sutter critical of Flames after OT loss to Blackhawks: 'Our 
young players didn't show up' 

 

Eric Francis | @EricFrancis 

January 9, 2023, 12:21 AM 

 

These are the games that make you wonder whether the Calgary 
Flames’ battle to snag a playoff spot may ultimately be a war they might 
not be equipped to win. 

Oh sure, there’s plenty of road ahead, and the roster is deep, talented 
and wise. 

The odds certainly suggest at some point this team is going to string 
together a winning streak of some sort that distances them from the 
almost apologetic discourse that has people crowing the virtues of 
nabbing points in 14 of 18. 

It’s not good enough. 

Their record in that stretch is 9-4-5, which is to say they’ve won exactly 
the same number of games as they’ve lost. 

This team finds a way to squander too many winnable games, which was 
underscored in Sunday’s loss to Chicago.  

This was a game the Flames had to win — the kick starter of a five-game 
roadie that will now see them face nothing but desperate (and in one 
case dominant) west conference foes. 

When you waltz into the home of the NHL’s worst team, fall behind 3-1 
early and find a way to lose in overtime against a young roster that 
requires more Googling than any other in the loop, it’s a fail. 

The opponent was a last-place Blackhawks bunch buoyed by the 
prospect of a Connor Bedard bounce — a team without the services of 
Patrick Kane, backstopped by journeyman backup Alex Stalock. 

They’d won three of their previous 24 games and sit dead last in the 
league in goal production. 

Yet, there they were, hanging with a Flames club that left Calgary 
insisting they were starting to feel pretty good about themselves of late. 

A 4-3 overtime loss should put an end to that. 

Optimists can spew all they want about how the team battled back from 
an early hole, responded well to Dan Vladar replacing Jacob Markstrom 
in the opening minute of the second period and managed to fight back to 
snare a loser point.  

Realists are starting to worry. 

“Take one penalty, score two powerplay goals and only give up a handful 
of shots — you should win the game,” spat Darryl Sutter. 

“It’s hard to score four goals and win hockey games.” 

Yes, that was a dig at the team’s defensive play, and that of his starting 
goalie who was pulled 35 seconds into the second frame when Philipp 
Kurashev put the Hawks up 3-1 . 

It was a good move, even though no one could pin any of the three on 
Markstrom, including the opener from Lukas Reichel, the first NHL goal 
from the nephew of former Flame Robert Reichel.  

Asked if the goalie change was aimed at shaking (read: waking) up the 
team, he was curt. 

“No, their goaltender was outplaying ours at that time — it was evident on 
the scoreboard and shot clock,” he said, re-opening the door for 
Calgary’s favourite past-time this season: second-guessing every starting 
netminder assignment Sutter makes.  

He was bang on. 

Alex Stalock was indeed solid, en route to a night in which he’d set a 
career-high with 44 saves. 

But once again a shot advantage of 47-25 was misleading, as the 
Flames’ and Hawks were essentially even in high danger scoring 
chances at even strength. 

The Flames are now 4-7-2 in games in which they have 40 or more shots 
on goal. 

No, they’re not snakebitten.  

Their quest for shot volume pretty much guarantees they’re never as 
dangerous as their shot differential might suggest. 

Power play goals by Elias Lindholm and Nazem Kadri kept the Flames in 
the game — the latter tying the game 3-3 midway through the evening. 

Vladar's appearance prompted Jonathan Huberdeau to narrow the gap to 
3-2 a mere 27 seconds later. 

The Flames backup helped turn the game around with a stellar leg save 
that was his first of 13 stops in a row before Max Domi ultimately got 
what he deserved — the game winner — following a pair of earlier 
rejections by Vladar. 

“We’ve got to take the point,” said Sutter, whose club moves onto St. 
Louis for a pair of games before visiting Dallas and Nashville. 

“We didn’t skate yesterday because the Harlem Globetrotters were 
playing in our building. We had to travel and we couldn’t skate this 
morning because it was a 6 o’clock game.  

“We better be thankful we got a point considering a lot of our young 
players didn’t show up. Lack of preparation. We’ve got to take them by 
the hand, some of these young guys. 

“Been in the league one to six years some of them. Lack of preparation.” 

It’s the same old criticism from the coach, who defaults to ripping the 
youngsters when things go sideways. 

A turnover by Kadri eventually led to the first Hawks goal, a bad line 
change contributed to the second, an ill-advised pinch by Lindholm 
played a role in the third and a soft play by Jonathan Huberdeau on the 
game-winner was pretty costly. 

Huberdeau also failed to convert either of the two shots he had when in 
all alone on Stalock with just over two minutes to go and the game on the 
line.   

The vets seemed every bit to blame on this night as anyone else. 

If nothing else, the coach has set the stage to replace a youngster or two 
in St. Louis with one or both of recent call-ups Jakob Pelletier or Walker 
Duehr. 
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Give em credit — these Flames seem destined to keep things 
interesting.  
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Sportsnet.ca / Canucks Takeaways: In a battle of backup goaltenders, 
Vancouver fails to come out on top 

 

Iain MacIntyre | @imacSportsnet 

January 8, 2023, 7:41 PM 

 

One backup goalie was better than two. 

The Vancouver Canucks have had so many issues this season that 
goaltending, even with starter Thatcher Demko injured since Dec. 1, has 
been far down the list of problems for the underachieving National 
Hockey League team. 

But Sunday in Winnipeg, neither Spencer Martin nor Collin Delia was 
good enough as the goalie tandem was ventilated in a 7-4 loss to the 
Jets to open a daunting five-game road trip for the Canucks. Vancouver 
outshot Winnipeg 38-27 but Jets goalie David Rittich, who wobbled early 
on and benefitted from a coach’s challenge that overturned one terrible 
goal, steadied himself in the second half to win the battle of backups. 

After earning a second straight start for the first time since being recalled 
from the American League five weeks ago, Delia allowed four goals on 
13 shots and was replaced by coach Bruce Boudreau at 5:34 of the 
second period. Martin didn’t perform much better in relief, allowing three 
goals on 14 shots — the last two on Grade-A open looks. 

It was the 17th time this season the Canucks have allowed at least five 
goals, which is a clear indictment of their poor defending. But the seven 
goals Delia and Martin allowed were a season-high, and Sunday was 
one of the few games since the Canucks’ opening month in which you 
could argue the goaltending cost them. 

As usual, there were plenty of coverage mistakes in front of the veteran 
minor-leaguers. But the Canucks needed a few more saves in a game in 
which they were the better team over the final 52 minutes. 

RALLY CAPPED BY NOTHING SPECIAL 

The Canucks rallied from an early 2-0 deficit, then again in the second 
period from a 4-2 disadvantage. J.T. Miller scored one goal from a terrific 
hustle play by Elias Pettersson and set up two others, and Bo Horvat 
sniped his 29th of the season for Vancouver. 

But there was no response after Jets fourth-liner Axel Jonsson-Fjallby 
broke the 4-4 tie with a shot from the outside of the left-wing circle that 
ticked defenceman Luke Schenn and skipped in off Martin’s shoulder 
with 1:43 remaining in the second period. 

And the goal that finished the Canucks was Dylan Demelo’s shorthanded 
marker at 5:29 of the third period. Demelo beat Martin cleanly stick side 
as the trailer in an outnumbered rush that began with Conor Garland 
charging deep into the Winnipeg zone as the puck went the other way. 

Even with a top-10 power play, Canuck special teams continue to cost 
them. The power play was 1-for-3 and tied the game at 9:26 of the 
middle period when Sheldon Dries redirected Miller’s hard pass. But the 
second unit was on the ice for Demelo’s key goal, which was the NHL-
worst ninth shorthanded marker surrendered by Vancouver this season. 
Twenty of 32 teams have allowed three or fewer. 

The Canucks should have had a fourth power play when Pettersson was 
hooked, then held by Pierre-Luc Dubois ahead of the turnover that led to 
the Jets’ final goal by Kyle Connor at 13:42 of the third. But the power 
plays were already 3-0 Vancouver at that point. And with that, you should 
come out ahead on special teams. 

CONNOR VS BOESER 

Kyle Connor or Brock Boeser? Who’s better was once a debate. 

The Americans were drafted six places apart in 2015’s first round. Both 
had excellent hands and were strong finishers off the wing. Boeser was 
the Calder Trophy runnerup in 2018 after scoring 29 goals and 55 points 
in 62 games, the same season Connor scored 31 goals and 57 points in 
76 games as a rookie. The difference then was that Boeser was a little 
bigger and Connor a lot faster. 

It remained a good argument through the pandemic season of 2021, but 
Connor has literally and figuratively pulled away the last couple of years. 

The Jet’s hat trick on Sunday gave him 20 goals for the season — he 
scored 47 last year — and left him at 198 goals in his first 424 NHL 
games. Boeser, meanwhile, did not register a shot on net and has just 
seven goals this season, and agent Ben Hankinson has been working 
with Canucks management on finding a team willing to trade for the 
winger and his three-year, $20-million contract. Boeser has 128 goals in 
355 NHL games. 

At least there’s no what-ifs for the Canucks; Winnipeg took Connor 17th, 
before the Vancouver claimed Boeser 23rd. 

GOALIE WATCH 

With Martin and Delia struggling on Sunday, it’s hard not to notice that 
Demko is on the trip with the Canucks, which resumes Tuesday in 
Pittsburgh. But don’t expect last season’s team MVP to play soon. 

After their starting goalie and franchise cornerstone struggled badly last 
fall (3-10-2, .883 save rate) after undergoing off-season surgery, the 
Canucks want to make sure that the 27-year-old is not only fully 
recovered from the undisclosed injury he sustained in December, but 
gets time to work on mechanics and be closer technically to the goalie he 
was last season. 

And, obviously, there is no urgency in the standings to get back Demko 
as soon as possible. He’ll practise and work with goalie coach Ian Clark 
on this trip. 
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Sportsnet.ca / Ehlers finds usual form as Jets take down Canucks, 
extend win streak to five 

 

Ken Wiebe | @WiebesWorld 

January 8, 2023, 7:51 PM 

 

WINNIPEG - No, Nikolaj Ehlers doesn’t actually have eyes in the back of 
his head. 

It just seemed that way. 

In what was his second game back after undergoing surgery to repair a 
sports hernia, the dynamic Winnipeg Jets winger was up to his old tricks 
and looking like himself. 

Zigging and zagging. 
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Demonstrating his zone entry-expertise and explosive stride. 

Finding a space in the net when there appeared to be none, chasing 
Collin Delia in the process. 

And the capper, his no-look backhand pass to Kyle Connor his first of 
three goals in what turned into a 7-4 victory for the Jets over the 
Vancouver Canucks on Sunday afternoon. 

While Friday’s return to the lineup after a 36-game absence featured 
plenty of signs of rust to shake off, Ehlers was much more up to speed in 
this one, taking 22 shifts for 15:10 of ice time as he chipped in a goal and 
two helpers in what was just his fourth game of the campaign. 

“Yeah, it definitely did. Last game was definitely a tough one. I think 
everybody could see that. So I did everything I could to make my legs 
and my body feel better for this game today,” said Ehlers, whose line with 
Connor and Pierre-Luc Dubois combined for four goals and 10 points, all 
of which came at even strength. “We played well (as a line). There’s 
always going to be things we can improve on. But we used our speed to 
find each other, to get on their D and get some loose pucks. And that 
worked out for us. It’s something that we’re going to continue doing.” 

No line on either team was more noticeable in this game. 

Connor picked up his second hat trick of the season (the other came on 
Nov. 17 against the Anaheim Ducks) and the fourth of his career. 

Connor’s first goal was vintage Ehlers, as he got the puck, picked up 
speed through the neutral zone, executed a perfect give and go with 
Dubois on the zone entry and then found the sniper all alone in front of 
the net. 

“I wouldn’t say that I saw him, but I knew where he was going to be,” said 
Ehlers. “And I just tried to throw it in his area, because I knew he’d be 
coming down off that right side because they were looking at me and it 
would be open. 

“We haven’t played much together, but we have played together. Even 
when you don’t play together you see what the other lines do. It’s those 
reads you kind of look for and remember.” 

Connor was more impressed with the play than Ehlers seemed to be with 
himself. 

“It’s hockey awareness, offensive awareness to realize that a lot of D are 
just expecting him to chip that puck in. He takes the puck off the wall, has 
their whole D sag back, goes to the middle and gets the puck from 
(Dubois). I think it’s that type of skill set that separates him, makes him 
such a good player,” said Connor, who hit the 20-goal mark for the sixth 
consecutive season and now has 49 points in 40 games. “Obviously a lot 
of potential, with that line. We also think the same way in a lot of senses, 
coming into the offensive zone. That’s what gives us the ability to read off 
of each other. A lot of cross-and-drops, finding the weak side. It’s just a 
lot of fun right now and hopefully we just continue to grow. 

“This is Nik’s second game. This is Nik’s second game back and he’s 
only going to get better, our chemistry is only getting better, and hopefully 
the sky’s the limit. He kept it simple and didn’t second-guess anything. 
He’s getting the puck, he’s skating, he knows what he’s doing with the 
puck and he’s putting it into the net, or he’s making a play. A lot of times, 
you see him holding onto the puck in the zone. That goal he scored, he 
comes around the net, holds onto the puck, just buys the extra time for 
himself. He was a lot stronger with his reads and I’m sure his legs felt a 
lot better too.” 

Ehlers preferred to heap praise toward Dubois, who chipped in four 
helpers and is up to 19 goals and 47 points in 40 games this season. 

“He’s been unbelievable. He’s a big body that can skate incredibly fast,” 
said Ehlers. “And the way he protects the puck and opens up space for 
his linemates, it’s pretty impressive. We knew that he had that in him. He 
showed it last year as well. But this year he’s taken a huge step and 
that’s exciting for us.” 

There were chunks of the game that Jets head coach Rick Bowness liked 
a great deal and others that had him shaking his head and crossing his 
arms in despair on the bench. 

Watching a pair of two-goal cushions (2-0 and 4-2) evaporate into thin air 
will do that. 

“You saw two different teams out there. You saw the team that we 
wanted to be in the first 11 minutes of the first period,” said Bowness. 
“That’s how we want to play - and then we stopped playing that way for 
nine minutes and all of a sudden, they’re back in the game. We made it 
too easy for them. When you get into the playoffs, you can’t play the way 
we did. 

“It’s as simple as that. You can’t. We’ve got to get into the playoffs and 
we’ve got to learn before we get there that if you get a 2-0 lead, you keep 
playing the right way. We started making poor percentage plays and 
when you start doing that against a highly skilled team like Vancouver, 
they’re going to make you pay and they’re going to make you look bad, 
which they did at times. To me, that’s self-inflicted and those are things 
that we’ve shown enough signs that we’ve corrected them and then all of 
a sudden, they come right back in and now we’ve got to address it again 
and fix it for the road trip.” 

The Jets have won a season-high five consecutive games to improve to 
26-13-1 on the season and they’ll open a three-game road trip on 
Tuesday night against Andrew Copp and the Detroit Red Wings. 

Ultimately, the Jets got the go-ahead goal - and eventual game-winner 
from fourth-liner Axel Jonsson-Fjallby, who beat Spencer Martin from 
distance with a high wrister at 18:17 of the second period. 

Jonsson-Fjallby used his speed to set up Dylan DeMelo for a 
shorthanded goal in the third period before Ehlers rounded out the 
scoring by finding Connor alone in the slot. 

The Jets also got five points from the blue line, another example of 
getting the complementary scoring required to augment the contributions 
of the big guns. 

And while there were a couple of shaky moments, backup goalie David 
Rittich, who was making his first start since Dec. 23 against the 
Washington Capitals, finished with 34 saves and improved to 6-4 with a 
2.75 goals-against average and .905 save percentage in what was his 
10th start in 40 games 

As the Jets get set to hit the midway point of the season, Rittich is still on 
track to be in the neighbourhood of 20 starts, which is important as the 
club looks to strike the balance of keeping Connor Hellebuyck sharp but 
also keeping him fresh for the stretch run and beyond. 
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